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Mother is a noun… 
Mothering is a working word; 
Mothering means to care, give and share; 
Mothering allows you to share a piece of yourself unconditionally; and is not limited to 
biological connections. 
Mothering is knowing that you are the child’s first teachers and home the first 
classroom. 
Those who are mothering our future inheritance, 
Inherently are MOTHERS. 
Mothers as a pronoun. 
 
I dedicate my thesis to Ché my first-born child – who died when he was five months old. 
This study allowed me to go full circle, understanding and reflecting on the fragility of 
mothering. Danelle and Lidian, my two daughters, you inspired me to complete this 
journey. Thank you Daniel, your unconditional support and motivation during my PhD 






Gertruida Magdalena Padiachy, my 81-year-old mother after reading my thesis 
(September 2019): 
 
Translated from Afrikaans to English: Lydia, I understand everything clearly, and it is a 
wonderful study, but you do not answer the question of how the mothers who are 
neglecting their children can be reached through your programme 
 
Afrikaans: “Lydia, ek verstaan alles baie mooi en dit is ‘n fantastiese studie, maar die een 
vraag wat jy nie beantwoord hoe gaan die program die moeders bereik wat nie na hulle 







This study originated from a concern about how parents of toddlers can access 
information to assist them in the developmentally crucial second year of life. I was 
specifically concerned about parents in poor communities. At the outset I argued that 
there is a need for an interactive-two-way, technology-enabled, mass communication 
service, geared towards motivating, informing and action for those caring for young 
children in South Africa. My claim that digital design for parenting programmes need to 
place poverty as well as the end-user or receiver at the centre of the study. I furthermore 
proposed that the data from the sample of 12 mothers would have some resonance with 
appropriateness of and adaptations to the instruments we use to reflect on effective 
parenting. 
An intervention project, known as ChildConnect tested if there was an appetite for 
messages that inform and educate parents about their children’s development. I was 
responsible for designing the SMS content for this mass communication parenting 
programme. I chose to do this by working closely with 12 mothers, drawn from targeted 
communities, considering (1) Who was the user? (2) How were the users part of the co-
design process?  and (3) What was learned? I situated the study within the nexus of the 
education domain of ECD, with a particular focus on parenting programmes, and the 
academic realm of communication for development (C4D). Given the focus on parents, 
with an intention to use SMS-technology, my engagement with literature started with 
theories of adult education, mass communication and mobile learning. This amalgamation 
of theories was narrowed down to the relatively new domain of communication for 
development (C4D) and theories for ‘Social and Behavioural Change Communication’ 
(SBCC).  
The nuances of my journey with the participants mirror life in communities where a ‘pro-
poor’ and a ‘para-poor1 approach to this type of adult education is much needed. The 




study provides an in-depth qualitative account, alongside a core group of mothers (n = 
12) from poor communities in the Western Cape, and some qualitative account (drawn 
from a larger group of recipients (N=899)) focusing on a user-centred communication 
design. The epistemological position of the study aligns with ‘messy’ PAR cycles and 
message production and reception processes. From the position of the amalgamated 
theoretical ‘lens’ (with the C4D evaluation framework as its backbone), I present 
systematically analysed data in narrative form, zooming in and out of the depictions of, 
specifically, mothers as co-designers of a curriculum that can assist them in caring for 
their children in the crucial second year of their life.   
I also discuss the SMS-tech curriculum against the Parenting Interactions with Children: 
Checklist of Observations Linked to Outcomes (PICCOLO), which is an example of 
assessment of children in the US and in Turkey.  
The findings of the study foreground not only the struggles of the mothers, but also the 
power relations within the ECD public. It is evident through this study, how the ‘voices’ of 
mothers can easily be ignored. SMS technology opened various opportunities for learning 
and not having access to a smart phone did not preclude those with feature phones to 
have access to information differently. The showed that parenting and family intervention 
programmes that are community-based and child-centred should not be offered as a 
stand-alone delivery; additionally, it needs to include a co-design journey of content and 
modality to enable an inclusive participatory process in the very design of the tool that the 
parents will ultimately use. This study offers an example of how SMS-technology can be 
use, providing evidence that mobile technology could enhance and take learning into the 
homes of the mothers ‘any time’ and ‘anywhere’ by following 13 writing guidelines. 
 
Keywords: User-centered design, Early Childhood Development,  Short message service, 
SMS, Adult Education, participatory action research, production process, reception 
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1 Chapter One: Overview of the study 
Education is always about identity formation. The legislators or others who 
formulate education policies always have certain goals in mind which can be 
political, social, or cultural in nature. Historically, it can be discerned that 
education is not a neutral act; it is always political (Msila, 2007, p. 154). 
1.1 Introduction 
As with all aspects of public education, South Africa’s history of injustice is well-known. 
Recently a World Bank document summarized the chief characteristic of the country’s 
past: “Countries are products of their history … race-based exclusion is a defining 
feature of South Africa’s history” (World Bank, 2018 p.6). The majority of citizens of 
South Africa come from a history of poor socio-economic conditions, inadequate 
facilities, and from conditions where citizens and communities lacked “confidence in 
their capabilities and capacities with a government that cannot provide adequate and 
sustained funding and resources" (Weikart et al. 1991, p.268). During the apartheid 
regime, South Africans, and specifically those living in poverty, were treated as 
second-hand citizens because of blatant discriminatory laws, which caused the 
malfunctioning of families (Le Roux et al., 1994, p.181).   
Engle et al. (2011, p.12) argue that “unless governments allocate more resources to 
quality early child development programmes for the poorest people in the population, 
economic disparities will continue and widen” and what will continue is “the legacy of 
poor education persists in South Africa and is a major source of both poverty and 
inequality” (World Bank, 2018, p.9 – 22). I believe that one way of overcoming the 
apartheid distortion of basic human rights and its effect on poverty and inequality is for 
the South African government to allocate more resources to quality ECD programmes 
for the poorest people in the population and also for those who are living in Information 
and Communication Technologies (ICT) poor areas. 
There is a global expectation that national governments should prioritise investments 
in quality ECD, lifelong learning and access to information and communication 
technologies. This is evident in three of the 2030 targets set out in the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals, which are that (1) all girls and boys will have access 
to “quality early childhood development, care and pre-primary education so that they 
are ready for primary education”; (2) governments will promote “inclusive and 
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equitable quality education and lifelong learning for all”; and (3) “increase access to 
information and communication technologies” (ICTs) (Global Education Monitoring 
Report, 2015). The South African government envisioned achieving these goals by 
2024 and 2030, respectively, as part of the National Development Plan (NDP) 
(National Planning Commission, 2012; Republic of South Africa, 2012). 
There is a need for parents to have free access to information that helps them to 
understand how their children develop and learn. Early parenting intervention 
programmes are, therefore, a public responsibility. Governments all over the world 
have different ways of sending and sharing information about children’s early 
development. Although the care of young children is a prominent topic in public 
discourse, the South African government does not have an Early Childhood Education 
(ECD) parenting communication information programme. Despite a raft of legislation 
(see Chapter 2) to protect the rights of children, and that demands ‘putting young 
children first’, support for parents and families has not been forthcoming by way of 
planned public communication intervention programmes. 
The genesis of this thesis was my concern about educational communication avenues 
for parents of young children. I realised that the South African constitution, as part of 
the government’s social contract with its citizens, promises access to information and 
the protection of children’s rights. It worried me, though, that the majority of children 
born in South African face hunger, crowded living, violence, abuse, lack of early 
stimulation and debilitating social inequalities. At times, because of their 
circumstances, parents living in poverty do not pay sufficient attention to the 
development needs of their young children. This concern led me to conduct this study. 
I knew that provision of early childhood development (ECD) public service delivery 
and finance structures in South Africa focus on programs for children in different kinds 
of day-care facilities, with little attention to children who stays at home. There is also 
no provision of an early learning educational communications program for parents who 
are living at home. My thesis explores the problem of the limited information available 
for parents of children, arguing that there is a need for an interactive-two-way, 
technology-enabled, mass communication service, geared towards parents. The two-
way communication service includes ‘pro-poor’ and ‘para-poor’ approaches (Heeks, 
2008 pp. 26-34). I based this assertion on my co-design journey with 12 mothers which 
3 
 
comprised of a two-way communication relationship as I visited them four times within 
their home environments within twelve months in 2017/2018. 
Given the focus on early childhood development, I documented the landscape in South 
Africa while developing the inquiry of my thesis, identifying government fragmentation 
and poverty as central constraints. Then, given the focus on parents, with an intention 
to use SMS-technology, my engagement with literature started with theories of adult 
education, mass communication and mobile learning. This amalgamation of theories 
was narrowed down to the relatively new domain of communication for development 
(C4D) and theories for ‘Social and Behavioural Change Communication’ (SBCC). An 
evaluation framework for C4D provided an overarching theoretical framework. This 
framework and its underlying approach of ‘human-centred design’ and ‘design-with-
the-user’ principles, aligned with a methodological approach of messy participatory 
action research (PAR), although the study does not claim to be a true action research 
inquiry.  
The study conceptualises an array of analytic tools with which to make sense of the 
qualitative data obtained from various sources. From the position of this amalgamated 
theoretical ‘lens’ (with the C4D evaluation framework as its backbone), I present the 
systematically analysed data in narrative form, zooming in and out of the depictions 
of, specifically, mothers as co-designers of a curriculum that can assist them in caring 
for their children in the crucial second year of their life. 
The study provides an in-depth qualitative account of my journey, alongside a core 
group of mothers (n = 12) from poor communities in the Western Cape, and who were 
participants in the study, aiming to develop a curriculum in m-learning modality with 
their help. The cycles of data gathering include data from interviews, on-site 
observations with photographic and video documentation during home visits at 
different intervals before, during, and after messages had been sent via SMS to the 
users.  
The study provides a detailed qualitative account of how user-centred communication 
design, along with the messy PAR cycles and message production and reception 
processes, unfolded to form a credible curriculum framework for SMS-based learning. 
The mothers and I, together, searched for the content and the style of the envisaged 
SMS curriculum. The nuances of my journey with the participants mirror life in 
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communities where a ‘pro-poor’ and a ‘para-poor2 approach to this type of adult 
education is much needed. To round off the narrative of the study, some quantitative 
findings drawn from a larger group of recipients (N=899) during the piloting of the 
messaging service, are included. I also and by discussing the SMS-tech curriculum 
against the Parenting Interactions with Children: Checklist of Observations Linked to 
Outcomes (PICCOLO), which is an example of assessment of children (Fernald, 
Prado, & Abbie, 2017). 
1.2 The setting 
My academic study is located within a bigger project called ChildConnect. The 
ChildConnect project was a funder-driven industry research project. The objective of 
the ChildConnect project was to test if there was an appetite from mothers for 
messages about their children’s development.   
The ChildConnect project had its origins in the MomConnect programme - a service 
that was introduced in 2012 by the South African National Department of Health (DoH) 
(Department of Health, 2012). When mothers visit public health clinics for the first time, 
the health worker or clinic sister registers them on the MomConnect service. The 
MomConnect messages, however, end when the child turns one (Mostert, Roberts, & 
Plaatjies, 2019a). A need was identified by funder-driven industry role-players to 
extend the MomConnect service, which resulted in the ChildConnect project. My brief 
within the ChildConnect project was to design the SMS message content. 
My thesis has a far narrower focus and, unlike the broader ChildConnect project, was 
independently conducted as an academic enquiry. I chose to work with 12 mothers to 
co-design the content for the ChildConnect project and document this journey which I 
could theorise in relation to theories of adult education, mass communication and 
social and behavioural change communication.  I illustrate the relationship between 
MomConnect, ChildConnect (and my role within it as the content developer) and my 
academic thesis in Figure 1.1. 
                                            
2 ‘Pro-poor’ is a term most used with regard to growth and poverty reduction. In this thesis I use it to refer to an 
approach that is aimed at increasing knowledge and skills of poor parents of young children by using 
communication technology (Wagner, 2009). Heeks (2008) explains that ‘para-poor’ refers to participatory 




Figure 1.1: The setting 
 
I have chosen to use the term ‘mothers’ when referring to the 12 case study 
participants throughout this thesis. The choice to use ‘mothers’ was in recognition of 
the central role of mothering in childcare. I recognise that not all carers of young 
children are the biological mother, and the role of mothering is taken on by various 
persons within a household. 
There are three important distinctions to notice between ChildConnect and this PhD 
study. First, ChildConnect had a far larger sample of mothers (N = 899) compared to 
my co-design journey with mothers (n = 12). As a result, at times, I refer to ‘the bigger 
ChildConnect study’ or ‘the bigger project’. Second, ChildConnect only made use of 
SMS-technology to communicate with mothers. There was a limited two-way 
communication for ChildConnect in that participants could only respond to four 
surveys, and a weekly question. There was far greater two-way communication 
between me and the 12 mothers, as I met with them in their homes, over a six-month 
period and at times contacted them via mobile phone to arrange or remind them about, 
their next visits.  Third, the 12 case study mothers were visited and received the 
messages, before the messages were sent to the bigger ChildConnect group. This 
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allowed the feedback obtained from the home visits, to influence the message design 
and instrumentation used in the bigger ChildConnect project. 
1.3 Research questions 
The aim of the study was to document and to theorise, my journey with 12 mothers as 
co-designers of a mass communication parenting programme using SMS-technology. 
I investigated what happened before, during and after messages were sent and 
received. The terminology is referred to as the production and reception processes 
with 12 mothers. The objectives were to:  
x understand the receivers of the message considering ‘design-with-the-user’ 
principle when using technology;  
x narrate the production and reception process from the beginning to the end 
chronologically; 
x reflect the responses of the mothers and caregivers during the different project-
cycle phases;  
x analyse the participation data inductively when using technology as an 
intervention tool; and to  
x  utilise the PICCOLO analytical against the SMS-tech curriculum 
 
Considering the co-design development of messages using SMS technology, I posed 
the following research questions:  
x Research question 1: Who was the user? Here, I present a multi-media 
narrative of the mothers across 12 vignettes and then zoom into the narrative 
of one of the mothers;  
x Research question 2: How were the users part of the co-design process?  Here, 
I examine the possibility of particular ways in which the mothers influenced the 
messages;  
x Research question 3: What was learnt when reflecting on the co-design process 
and product? Here, I firstly focus on the learning from mothers. Then I reflect 
on the co-design journey and the product (the SMS-tech curriculum) by 
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discussing the SMS-tech curriculum against the Parenting Interactions with 
Children: Checklist of Observations Linked to Outcomes (PICCOLO). 
In responding to these questions, I situate this study within the domain of ECD with a 
particular focus on parenting programmes.  
1.4 Research design 
The use of technology as a communication and learning tool required a multi-
disciplinary approach, which included mass communication, adult education 
principles, and social and behaviour change communication (SBCC). 
Methodologically I adopted a custom-made version of what is generally known as a 
participatory action Research (PAR) approach. In blending the construct of the 
‘design-with-the-user’ principle there were several ‘messy’ PAR cycles. In this regard, 
Lawson, Caringi, Pyles, Jurkowski, and Bozlak (2015) explain that there are two 
defining features of PAR: 
(a) It is an iterative process. Each cycle builds on the previous one(s).  
(b) It is also a recursive process. Each cycle’s knowledge contributions provide 
timely opportunities to reflect on where participants started, taking stock of all 
that they have learnt and the knowledge and understanding they have produced 
along the way (p.13). 
Because PAR advocates for power-sharing between the researcher and researched, 
I paid careful attention to the different power relationships, mindful that the subjects of 
research should, not be treated as objects but rather as partners within the research 
process (Foucalt, 2002; Gordon, 1980). Furthermore, the ‘design-with-the-user’ 
guidelines, when developing digital initiatives, suggest that the participation of the user 
throughout the project cycle may contribute to its success (Nelson, Lim, & Kathoki, 
2017. 
The project comprised of four phases, and during each phase, I visited the 12 mothers 
in their homes, I assessed their responses before, during and after receiving 
messages. In this way I collected the empirical data through four home visits with each 
of the 12 mothers. During these visits  I made use of a semi-structured questionnaire, 
one-on-one interviews, photo, and video documentation. Further research into the 
phenomenon - my co-design journey with the 12 mothers- was made possible because 
of how the iterative cycle of participatory action research (PAR) allowed for continued 
reflection (Baum, MacDougall, & Smith, 2006).  
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The different phases of analyses in the production and reception processes alongside 
seven messy PAR cycles guided my understanding of the how the ‘user’ responses to 
the service influenced the design; the principle: ‘design-with-the-user’ encourages this 
(Nelson et al., 2017).  
1.5 Summary of chapter 1 
A ChildConnect project tested if there was an appetite for messages that inform and 
educate parents about their children’s development. I was responsible for designing 
the SMS content for this mass communication parenting programme. I chose to do 
this by working closely with 12 mothers drawn from targeted communities, considering 
(1) Who was the user? (2) How were the users part of the co-design process?  and (3) 
What was learnt? I situate the study within the nexus of the education domain of ECD, 
with a particular focus on parenting programmes, and the academic realm of 





2 Chapter Two: Literature review and theoretical framing  
2.1 Introduction 
This study is, by its nature, necessarily multi-disciplinary. Set in the educational 
domain of Early Childhood Development (ECD), it was important to first traverse the 
ECD landscape in South Africa. By supporting parents in their role as first teachers, 
The ChildConnect project targets adults and as such theories of adult education were 
pertinent. Then, as the ChildConnect project made use of SMS technology in a mass 
communication service, both use of SMS technology for distance learning in adult 
education, and theories of mass communication were relevant.    
In this chapter, I share my engagement with these various fields of literature. At times 
I point to studies which are in the same multi-disciplinary confluence of ECD, adult 
education and communication. At times I elaborate on key theoretical concepts which 
guided my cycles of critical engagement on my learning (which is the third research 
question).  
I draw the chapter together by focusing on concepts from the fields of ‘Communication 
for Development (C4D)’ and the theory of ‘Social and Behavioural Change 
Communication (SBCC)’. I encountered the relatively new, small but growing, 
literature bases, near the end of my co-design journey with the 12 case study mothers. 
However, having become aware of them, it was clear that – although primarily adopted 
and developed for Health interventions - that they had direct relevance to education 
and to this study.  
Discussion in this chapter is organised in relation to different literature bases on which 
I drew in this multi-disciplinary study. First, I focus on the ‘the what’ (the domain of 
teaching) and describe the ECD context in South Africa. Second, I identify theories 
which I was drawn to when reflecting on ‘the who’ (who was being taught). I expound 
on adult education principles and the shifts which have come about in adult learning 
theory, as a result of various technologies, with a specific focus on SMS technology. 
Third, I offer a consolidation of theories and concepts, drawn from the literature on 
mass communication theories, which I felt helped me to conceptualise and reflect on 
‘the how’ of the co-design journey. I saw these three aspects – ECD (the what), adult 
learning (the who) and mass communication (the how) – could be brought together 
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under the umbrella of ‘communication for development’, where theories of ‘social and 
behaviour change communication’ are particularly relevant. A mass communication 
and education strategy for social change is intertwined with designing messages with-
the-user within a ‘pro-poor’ and ‘para-poor’ approach. I bring together education and 
communication theories to reflect on how the research in each field can be applied 
and extended when focused on the use of SMS technology as a learning and a 
communications tool to motivate, inform and educate those caring for young children.  
To explore the literature, I made use of databases such as the University of 
Johannesburg Online Database, Google Scholar, ERIC (Education Resources 
Information Centre), Education Research Complete, Education Database (formerly 
named ProQuest Education Journals), ResearchGate, RefWorks and Mendeley, using 
the following keywords and phrases: 
• Early Childhood Development, ECD, specifically parenting and community 
programmes, and the impact of poverty on early child development;  
• Adult education principles, explicitly focusing on the adult education strategies 
used in South Africa during the 1980s and 1990s and the relevance it has for 
today and how technology test approaches to adult education and lifelong 
learning; 
• Mass communication concepts during the production and reception process; 
• Mobile phones as a communication and adult education tool;  
• Design-with-the-user approaches for digital development; 
• Information and Communication Technologies for Development 
(ICT4D) and ‘Communication for Development (C4D); and 
• ‘Social Behavior Communication for Change’  
I found various studies that reported on how SMS technology are used as part of 
communication for development for lifelong learning and distance learning 
programmes. The search was then narrowed down to finding parenting and 
community intervention programmes that focused on early childhood development. 
2.2 The what: Early Childhood Development in South Africa 
In South Africa, much of what has been offered to parents is about the health of their 
children, and there seems to be very little knowledge offered about the learning needs 
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of young children. ECD refers to children from conception to 9 years old. This section 
of the thesisincludes an overview of ECD as a research focus in the literature, the 
impact of poverty on early learning and development, the status of legal and 
operational frameworks for ECD in South Africa, and the potential benefits of early 
interventions. I introduce three examples of early parenting and family intervention 
programmes in South Africa. The first example, Sinovuyo, is a programme which uses 
storyboards to interact with communities (Cluver, Ward, Hutchings, & Gardner, 2016). 
The second is an example of an ECD SMS campaign (Centre for Early Childhood 
Development, 2014), and the third example is a mobile health programme for pregnant 
mothers called MomConnect (Barron, Tanna, Benjamin, & Fogwill, 2014).  
2.2.1 The ECD landscape in South Africa 
To gain a sense of the South African ECD landscape, it is worth reflecting on its size 
in relation to the total population. About 18.5 million of South Africa's total population 
(58.7 million) comprises people that are younger than 18 years. Of the 18.5 million, 11 
million are between the age 0-9 years old. From the 11 million, 7.2 million children are 
between the ages 0-4 and are mainly cared for at home by the biological parent or a 
caregiver. Another 4.9 million children between the age 0-6 years old receive a 
childcare grant, and the majority of them live in single-parent households, cared for 
mainly by their mothers.  
Considering the 11 million children under the age of 9 years, and their parents or 
primary caregivers, the ECD landscape in South Africa makes up a large proportion 
of the South African population. Murdock (1992) argued that for citizens to exercise 
their full rights, they needed to have access to the broadest range of information and 
must have access through communications strategies to “register criticism apropos an 
alternative course of action” (Murdock, 1992 p.21). This includes access to information 
about parenting. Further to that,  one of the development goals of lifelong learning, 
according to UNESCO - is that lifelong learning regarding learning about early 
childhood is to expand and improve comprehensive early childhood care and 
education, especially for the parents of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged 
children (UNESCO 2000, p.15). The promotion of lifelong learning is relevant to both 
the future learning of young children, as well as the lifelong learning of their parents 
and others who care for them.  
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ECD research has attracted investments from international bodies such as UNESCO 
and UNICEF and locally in South Africa. While reviewing this work, I noticed that few 
interventions at scale make use of ECD public communication strategies, although 
recognising the potential for using ‘multiple modalities’ for delivering parenting 
programmes. A Lancet Series on Advancing Early Childhood Development: From 
Science to Scale (Lancet, 2019), profiled 91 countries to raise awareness and show 
the threats and gaps in early childhood development (Anderson et al., 2019). Yet, none 
of the 91 countries had an ECD public communications strategy (Anderson et al., 
2019, p.116). The South African Early Childhood Review (SAECR) suggests that 
children’s long-term development from conception to six years of age is a function of 
an essential package of interrelated and integrated services which include (i) maternal, 
new-born and child health (MNCH) services; (ii) nutritional support; (iii) support for 
primary caregivers; (iv) social services and protection; and (v) quality early learning 
programmes (Hall et al., 2019 p.6). This package of integrated services is referred to 
as the essential package of ECD services which is needed to realise children’s 
constitutional rights (Hall et al., 2019 p.6). Yet, in relation to parenting programmes, in 
particular (and not just ECD interventions in general), a UNICEF report (Britto, 
Ponguta, Reyes, & Karnati, 2015) points out that no mention is made of harnessing 
mass communication strategies to deliver these services.  
Britto et al. (2015) did an extensive review of the availability and the knowledge gap 
of 105 parenting programmes available in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) 
between 2000 and 2011. The delivery of these programmes took place through 
community events, communication media, group instruction or teaching, discussions, 
the use of print materials, and home visits. The main finding from the report was that 
frequent delivery of quality parenting intervention programmes could benefit the most 
vulnerable populations and younger age groups if offered through different modalities 
(Britto et al., 2015).  
From my foray into the literature, it became clear to me that my study is firmly situated 
within the field of ECD as a global priority. ECD is not only a fundamental right for 
young children but includes the right to access to information and parenting 
programmes to support the parents of young children. Support for primary caregivers 
is seen as part of an ECD package of essential services. Globally, however, there 
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seems to be a paucity of parenting programmes which make use of mass 
communication strategies. Knowledge is the desired outcome of education.  
2.2.2 Legal and operational frameworks for ECD in South Africa  
During the period 1994 until 2004, 16 different Acts were passed in the South African 
legislature, focussing on the rights of children, social justice and economic investment. 
Thereafter the focus was on policy implementation with the National Integrated Policy 
for Early Childhood Development which was only passed in 2015 (Atmore, 2018, p.42-
47). The legal and political commitments made by the South African Government to 
make quality ECD services universally available for young children, parents and 
families, are represented in the National Integrated Policy for Early Childhood 
Development (2015); the National Development Plan 2030: Our Future - Make it Work 
(2011); and the South African Constitution (Republic of South Africa, 1996).  
The Children's Act No. 38 of 2005 offers a standard for the ‘best interest of the child’. 
The South African constitution addresses the rights of children, including primary 
education, access to health care services, childcare and protection systems, and 
housing and shelter (Republic of South Africa, 2008). In order to realise the rights of 
children, an essential package of integrated ECD services is needed (Hall et al., 2019, 
p.6).  
By just offering a brief glimpse, it is evident that the South African ECD landscape is 
complex; ECD services span across multiple national government departments and 
across all three spheres (national, provincial, and local) of government service. This 
has meant a lack of clear policy direction for ECD, which straddles numerous domains 
of governmental structures. Historically, the ECD history the Department of Basic 
Education (DBE) and the Department of Social Development (DSD) each has their 
own ECD policy, with the result that they work in silos and “fractured responsibility, 
lack of cohesion and cooperation and an inability to implement a coherent, integrated 
and comprehensive ECD policy” (Atmore, 2018, p.209). Given this history, it was only 
in 2015 that a policy for an integrated approach was accepted, which included all 
government departments working together to realise the rights of the child (Republic 
of South Africa, 2015). Currently, ECD public service span across the Department of 
Social Development (DSD), Department of Basic Education (DBE), Department of 
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Health (DoH), and Home Affairs. Delivery is supported by a network of non-
governmental and community-based organisations via government funding structures. 
The South African government introduced the Early Childhood Development 
Conditional Grant in 2017/2018 to increase the number of children accessing 
subsidised ECD centres, especially children from poor households. The grant, 
administered by the Department of Social Development (DSD), is meant for building 
maintenance, and the per-child subsidy of R15-00 per day is for 264 days of the year. 
The per-child subsidy is meant to be mainly spent on providing a healthy meal every 
day (Parliamentary Monitoring Group, 2018).  
The DSD channels the grant money to community-based organisations (CBOs) and 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) that help and support ECD centres to 
register as a facility of care for children. The registration process takes time, resulting 
in numerous poorly provided centres struggling to register, which means that children 
could be in non-safe spaces, putting their lives further at risk. The privately-owned 
ECD centres are run as small businesses and are very expensive.  
The Department of Health, the DSD, aswell as  various NGOs are also responsible for 
the prevention, treatment, care and support of children with childhood diseases, such 
as HIV/AIDS. The DSD is also responsible for the allocation of various family and child 
support grants through the South Social Security Agency (SASSA). The Department 
of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF), together with the DoH and the DSD, is 
responsible for the provision of children’s daily balanced nutrition. NGOs, CBOs 
colleges, and universities offer training for ECD practitioners and those serving on 
ECD parenting bodies. Children in the 0-9 cohort who are at home because their 
parents cannot afford to send them to an ECD centre, do not benefit from the various 




Figure 2.1: Funding provisions for ECD child 
 
Recognising the fragmented nature of the ECD services the South African national 
government, plans are underway to establish a national ECD Inter-Ministerial 
Committee. The ECD Inter-Ministerial Committee will be supported by the presidency, 
and mainly driven by the DSD, (DoH, Basic DBE, Home Affairs (DoHA), SASSA, and 
the National Treasury. The envisaged structure, pictured in Figure 2.2, is divided 
between the three spheres of government: national, provincial, and local. The structure 
and the goals comprise various role-players from authors, academics, policymakers, 
practitioners in various government departments at all three governmental levels 
(national, provincial and local), policy implementers, agents in civil society, NGO’s, 
Community Based Organisations (CBO’s), international communities, technology 
developers, curriculum developers, and funders delivering a service to mothers. For 
the purposes of the study, these various ECD role-players, including the mothers, will 
be referred to as ‘the ECD public’.  
Warner (2002) explained that ‘the public’ is anyone who reads a text or hears 
discourse around it; and contrasts the public to the market (to whom a book or text will 
be sold ) and to the audience (for whom a book/text is written ) (Warner, 2002). This 
is a broad definition and considers all those who encounter a message, to be its public. 







is in a position to be able to have such encounters with particular messages. When 
Habermas, Lennox, & Lennox, (1964) introduced idea of ‘public’, they referred to the 
bourgeois as the ‘reading public’ (). Unsurprisingly, the definition of a public as those 
who read, has been criticized for its elitism and sexism. For example, Fraser (1990, 
2013) argued that you might as well refer to ‘pubic’ when talking about the historical 
explanation of public because of its masculine and patriarchal underpinnings  (Fraser, 
1990, 1995, 1997, 2013). Fraser introduced the concept of a ‘subaltern counter-public’: 
the public formed around the discourse of subordinate groups (Frazer, 1990). One 
might consider the public sphere to only be constituted in relation to the media and the 
political arrangements of publics, but publics are also formed by citizens’ discourse. 
For example, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) and gender equality 
groupings are particular public spheres – marginalized in particular ways. Each 
grouping has and creates their own discourse, which helps to define and identify them 
as a distinct public. In Figure 2.2, I inserted the knowledge gap that I had identified, 
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Figure 2.2: Summary of ECD envisaged structure: Mind the (voice) gap.  
 
The roles of the various national departments are to ensure a nationally coherent ECD 
system that undertakes planning, funding, implementation, and monitoring. The non-
governmental structures involved in ECD will be incorporated within the South African 
Inter-Sectoral Forum established by the DSD. The department will also be responsible 
for the funding of child-minders and playgroup facilitators along with the Department 
of Higher Education and Training (DHET). 
In reviewing the structure of how the South African national government envisages 
delivering services to parent care of young children, there is a notable gap: The voices 
of parents or primary caregivers of young children - referred to as ‘mothers’ in the 
study - is absent. The documentation does not make clear how mothers, as receivers 
and users of the ECD services, were consulted or involved in the design of the 
envisaged ECD services. NGOs and CBOs play a significant role in recognising the 
voices on the ground and addressing the challenges that communities face. In this 
regard, the South African government has numerous community development projects 
with various community development workers working alongside different 
departments, offering various home-and-community-visiting intervention programmes.  
Examples are (i) health workers who visit homes and focus on prenatal care and 
HIV/AIDS; (ii) community development workers from the DSD focus on sociological 
and phycological interventions; (iii) community safety and policing programmes; (iv) 
doctors deliver community services; (v) community working groups for graduates; (vi) 
after school recreation projects and various school camps; (vii) a Community 
Development Workers Programme (CDWP), located within DPSA since 2003, and 
development projects for urban and rural community development (Manganye, 2018). 
However, the beneficiaries of the service are not part of decision making, and most of 
the time, their priorities as the first teacher and home first classroom are not 
considered.  
Upon reflection on the South African ECD policy and government service landscape, 
it is evident that there has been a history of fragmentation across the spheres of 
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government and departments, and that this fragmentation is in the process of being 
addressed through an inter-ministerial committee and centralisation of ECD functions.  
The new ECD plans, nonetheless, continue to reveal a ‘voice gap’ of the primary 
caregivers and mothers of young children, who are the receivers of the services, and 
the policy decision-makers. It seems likely that services delivered will, therefore, be 
top-down, lacking inputs from citizens in government processes. Vivier, Seabe, 
Wentzel, and Sanchez (2015) suggested that  
A kind of ‘before and after’ approach could close important feedback loops, which 
could serve to acknowledge and thus motivate citizen inputs in government 
processes, as well as strengthen government accountability actually to respond to 
such inputs (p.88). 
Vivier et al. (2015) further suggest that ‘any communication strategy or process should, 
therefore, support and strengthen direct engagements rather than being seen as an 
end in itself’ (p.89).  
2.2.3 ECD, poverty and parenting  
As the majority of children in South Africa live in poverty, poverty is a central constraint 
informing any ECD and parenting intervention. According to the South African Draft 
Child Care and Protection Policy (June 2018), more than 50% of the child population 
in South Africa live in adverse situations and are defined as vulnerable (Hall et al., 
2019). Statistics South Africa (2018) reports that about ten per cent (10%) of South 
Africa's population is under six years of age, with the youngest mother being ten years 
old. Furthermore, in 2018, close to 35% of pregnant women lived in households that 
ran out of money to buy food for five or more days per month, and 2.5 million children 
are living under the food poverty line (Statistics South Africa, 2018). 
Poverty is generally linked to poor sanitation, crowded living conditions, inadequate 
diets, lack of psychosocial stimulation, and fewer household resources (Fernald, 
Prado, & Abbie, 2017). These can have a permanent effect on children's brain function 
and are associated with deficits in language, reading, memory, visuospatial skills, and 
executive functioning (Centre on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016). 
Fernald, Prado, Kariger, et al. (2017) indicated that poverty could have the following 
effects on adults: (i) not responding effectively to the needs of their children; (ii) not 
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providing stimulation; (iii) not having resources or access to resources; or (iv) not 
paying enough attention to the development needs of their children (p.25-31). 
In more affluent communities, some may argue that the state has no role in the way 
citizens parent their children. However, in a context where children grow up in poverty, 
and the implications this has for their development, it is in the interest of both the child 
and the state to intervene and offer support to families with young children. This 
tension between the privacy of the family and the intervention of the state as part of 
its public duty is cause for contestation. It is the duty of parents to care for their 
children, but because of limited resources, they cannot fulfil this duty. State legislation 
protects children's rights, but families may claim that they have a right to privacy and 
should be able to raise their children in the way they see fit.  
In order to understand which policies are important in improving the well-being of 
poor individuals and households in a particular context, we need to understand 
who the poor are, where they are, what makes them poor (poverty drivers), what 
keeps them in poverty (poverty maintainers) and what are the key ‘exit routes’ 
from poverty (poverty interrupters) (Bird & Busse, 2006 p.3) 
Engle et al. (2011) argue that “unless governments allocate more resources to quality 
early child development programmes for the poorest people in the population, 
economic disparities will continue and widen” (p.12). I concur with this view, especially 
for children whose parents are marginalised from the current ECD offerings from the 
SA government. I argue that it is a public responsibility to motivate, inform and educate 
those caring for young children.  
Early intervention programmes that motivate, inform, and educate can make a 
difference in the lives of children, mothers, parents, caregivers and families. This is 
recognised in a recent Statistics South Africa (2018) report, which argues that 
programmes from pregnancy to birth and early childhood through adulthood can 
contribute to healthy development and make a difference in the lives of children 
(Statistics South Africa, 2018, p24). During the first 1000 days (from conception to 
their second birthday), children depend on and survive by the relationships they have 
with the adults around them. Parental relationships and frequent interaction with their 
children can affect their development positively and influence their early experiences 
(Fernald, Prado, Kariger, et al., 2017, p.25 -34). Providing stimulation to children in 
their home environments contributes to positive relationships, which can influence 
social, emotional, and cognitive development (Roberts, Mostert, & Plaatjies, 2019).  
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There are numerous ways in which South African government policy advocates for 
parenting support programmes. Section 28 of the Constitution (Act No 108, 1996) 
encompasses nine broad children’s rights. One of these rights deals with public access 
to information and communication for, and with, citizens. Therefore, the responsibility 
of the government of the Republic of South Africa towards its citizens can be 
expressed through communications and access to information. Chapter 8 Section 144 
of the Children's Amendment Act (Act No. 41 of 2007) focuses on developing the 
capacity of parents to act in the best interests of their children by using non-violent 
forms of discipline (distract a child from doing something else, talk to him/her). The 
Draft Child Care and Protection Policy (June 2018, draft) further confirm the need for 
parenting and family intervention programmes and the challenge to scale-up 
intervention programmes (Hall et al., 2019).  
The goals for the provision of parenting support programmes include preparation for 
parenthood; promotion of children’s early growth, development, learning, language 
and education; enablement of appropriate and positive child behaviour management; 
promotion of parental well-being, child protection and safety; and the provision of 
information about identification documents and social grants. All of the above goals 
promote the importance of equipping parents with the necessary skills and knowledge 
to care for their children.  However, in research done by Arlinghaus and Johnston 
(2018) they recommend and highlight the importance of education, suggesting that 
through education, patients’ knowledge can be increased. However, in research done 
by Arlinghaus and Johnston (2018) they recommend and highlight the importance of 
education, suggesting that through education, patients’ knowledge can be increased. 
However, education alone is insufficient to support behavioural change. If this is the 
reality for health prevention strategies what kind of strategy is needed for education  
2.2.4 Examples of ECD parent and family intervention programmes  
South Africa’s integrated ECD policy foregrounds what some programmes already aim 
for and Britto et al. (2015) indicate that 105 different early parenting intervention 
programmes in South Africa focus on: 
x child physical well-being; 
x breastfeeding promotion;  
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x comprehensive health and nutrition;  
x child cognitive development; 
x psychosocial stimulation; 
x physical health-related caregiving; 
x nutrition education; 
x caregiving beyond physical care, and  
x psychosocial stimulation and responsiveness.  
Despite their comprehensive efforts, none of these parenting intervention programmes 
utilise a mass communication strategy. And, as noted in Mostert, Roberts and Plaatjies 
(2019),  
in contrast to health, the education sector parent programmes for ECD in South 
Africa are currently small in scale, typically provided by the non-profit sector and 
only a small number of parents are reached because of the cost of such an 
intervention (p.1).  
The problem of parenting support is so extensive that it requires innovative strategies 
and would likely require different modalities of delivery. One such modality to reach 
parents can be through internet access, mobile phones, and/or SMS-technology.  
I selected three different offerings of parenting programmes that use text messaging 
(SMS-technology) in South Africa, which are of particular interest: The one example 
is a parenting project, called Sinovuyo, which used among others, SMS-technology to 
support community participation and to support research-supported child abuse 
prevention. The second is an ECD SMS information campaign, aiming to inform 
parents about the rights of the children, (one-way-communication). The third one is a 
health messaging programme for pregnant mothers, called MomConnect. These three 
examples do not form part of the 105 parenting intervention examples from the 
UNICEF (2015) report 
Sinovuyo, (meaning ‘we have happiness’) is an evidence-based research programme, 
presenting face-to-face training for parents from low-income communities and caring 
for children 3-8 years old (Cluver, Ward, Hutchings, & Gardner, 2016). The objective 
of the programme is to improve positive parenting through a partnership between the 
community and a university, aiming to reduce the risk of child maltreatment and to 
address child behaviour problems. As a foundation for programme development, the 
project used the United Kingdom Medical Research Council’s framework for designing 
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and evaluating complex social interventions (Cluver et al., 2017). The parenting 
programme included 12 different sessions with community groups, using various 
consultative processes. All instruments used within the project were translated into 
IsiXhosa and involved different role players and stakeholders within communities. The 
programme tested behavioural changes of parents living in low-income communities 
and focussed on child abuse and the development of positive parenting messages, 
based on three developmental stages, namely  
x the identification of common core intervention components in evidence-
based parenting programmes; 
x scanning and consulting different literature and authors, and 
participative approaches (story modelling boards) of community 
stakeholders who helped with development, design, and content for the 
intervention structure, and 
x  the format and protocols for delivering (Cluver et al., 2016).  
Storyboards were used during face-to-face interactions, as illustrated in Figure 2.3. 
 




The research team of Sinovuyo proposed that future parenting projects should (i) 
constantly and actively involve policymakers, practitioners, parents, and children as 
equal partners in the development and evaluation process; (ii) employ a participatory 
approach to improve the cultural relevance and feasibility of parenting programmes, 
thereby increasing the likelihood of their effectiveness in reducing the risk of violence 
against children in Low and Middle Income Countries (Cluver et al., 2016). Sinovuyo 
shows how a university and a community can team up to improve positive parenting 
by also considering the social environment and the cultural differences of participants. 
Investing in programmes that benefitted parenting and families proved to be beneficial 
and “may have multiple beneficial effects: on child development, mother-child 
interaction and maternal mood”, as proposed by Engle et al. (2011 p.3). Sinovuyo is a 
small-scale research-based programme that made use of a translation committee to 
introduce awareness activities, group sessions, storyboards, and text messaging to 
systematically develop a parenting programme for disadvantaged families with young 
children in South Africa (Cluver et al., 2016 p.13). 
The second example of a parenting intervention programme is one in which text 
messages, designed by the Centre for Early Childhood Development (CECD), and 
delivered once weekly, using SMS-technology to the mobile phones of adults caring 
for young children. CECD initiated a one-way communications campaign programme 
with parents of vulnerable young children in Cape Town with the funding support of 
the Foundation for Human Rights. The SMS’s were sent over a six-month period, and 
each parent received messages on a weekly basis. Some examples of the social 





Table 2.1:  Social media messages: Centre for Early Childhood 
Development (CECD)  
 
Centre for Early Childhood Development: SMS Campaign Message 
Centre for Early Childhood Development (2014.) Social Media Messages. 
Unpublished programme document. Claremont, Centre for Early Childhood 
Development. 
Welcome Message: CECD sends you this message as you attended our Parenting Workshop. We have launched an SMS campaign 
and will send weekly SMS' on childcare for a year.  
CECD launched this SMS campaign to share information on the important aspects of early childhood development, and please feel 
free to share your views 
Children have the 









Children have the right 
to be loved and 
protected from harm 
and the responsibility to 
show others love and 
care 
Children have the right 
to be well-fed and the 
responsibility not to 
waste food 
Children can understand 
simple adult 
communication/language long 
before they can talk and need 
this kind of language to be 
able to learn a language and 
express themselves. 
Children have the right to 
make mistakes and the 
responsibility to learn 
from their mistakes. 
Children have the 
right to a good 
education and the 
responsibility to 








Children have the right 
to be proud of their 
heritage and beliefs and 
the responsibility to 
respect others’ origins 
and beliefs. 
Children have the right 
to a safe and 
comfortable home and 
the responsibility to 
keep it neat and clean. 
The effective use of 
consequences allows children 
to learn and grow. 
Every child has the right 
to play, each day, for their 
healthy development. 
The CEDC campaign messages were designed for parents, caregivers, and 
practitioners who were caring for children 0-5 years old. The campaign messages 
focused on various issues, including the rights of the child, health and nutritional 
messages, the role an early childhood facility can play in a child’s development, and 
informative quotes. 
The third example of an early intervention programme in South Africa is MomConnect, 
which was introduced by the Department of Health in 2012. MomConnect is a health 
messaging programme for pregnant mothers and is available in seven languages. The 
service ends when the baby turns one year old. The overall programme addresses 
mother-to-child HIV transmission. Currently, there are over a million mothers 
subscribed to the MomConnect service. With the MomConnect intervention, mothers 
receive information about their pregnancy, and following childbirth, they receive stage-
based clinical SMS messages on their mobile phones, as well as health-related 
reminders of clinic visits (DoH RSA, 2012; Seebregts, Barron, Tanna, Benjamin, & 
Fogwill, 2016 p.125). 
The messages are paired with the database of the DoH, a national pregnancy registry, 
and a monitoring and reporting system (Seebregts et al., 2016, p.125). As mentioned 
earlier, the kind of messages received by the mother depended on the stage of the 
pregnancy, matched with the clinic health register. MomConnect messages were 
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adapted from the Mobile Alliance for Maternal Action (MAMA), a South African project 
founded by international companies, such as Johnson & Johnson and USAID (Barron 
et al., 2014). The first MomConnect message is a welcome visit, sent to the mother 
upon registering for the service with the help of the health practitioner at the clinic.  
Welcome to MomConnect! For more services, dial *134*550*7#, to stop dial 
*134*550*1# (Free). To move to WhatsApp, reply "WA". Std SMS rates apply. 
When mother’s opt-in to receive the messages on WhatsApp, then they need to have 
data to receive the messages. The next set of messages that is available on the 
MomConnect service reads as follow: 
Congratulations on your pregnancy. You will now get free SMSs about 
MomConnect. You can register for the full set of FREE helpful messages at a 
clinic. 
If you are HIV+, your baby can be born HIV-. Learn more about HIV and 
pregnancy by registering for free SMSs at any clinic. 
High blood pressure can be dangerous for you and your baby. Find out more 
about chronic illness in pregnancy by registering with MomConnect at a clinic. 
It's important to eat well & look after yourself when you are pregnant for the health 
of you and your baby. Learn how by registering with MomConnect at a clinic. 
Do you know what to do to keep yourself and your baby healthy during 
pregnancy? Go to your local clinic now to register for FREE MomConnect SMSs 
to help you. 
The SMSs you have been getting will now stop. For weekly helpful SMSs about 
your pregnancy, go to a clinic now & sign up to MomConnect from the Dept. of 
Health 
After receiving the six messages and mothers want to receive the full set of messages, 
they must attend their nearest public clinic for a facility-based confirmation of the 
pregnancy and facility-based registration. After the health worker registered the 
pregnancy on the message service, they will receive the full services. Herewith an 
example of the first six messages after registration: 
Congratulations on your pregnancy! These messages will guide you through 
pregnancy, birth and your baby's first year 
Slight bleeding is common in pregnancy. If you have heavy bleeding like a period, 
go to the clinic immediately. 
Your baby's tiny heart is already beating! You need regular checks at the clinic. 
Go for all your appointments and go if you feel unwell. 
Feeling like vomiting? Avoid fatty or spicy foods. Eat dry bread or a dry biscuit 
when you wake up. Drink plenty of clean, safe water. 
Save a little money every day so you can get to the clinic. Make sure you always 
have airtime on your phone to make arrangements to go. 
Smoking, drugs and alcohol are all dangerous for you and your baby. Now is a 
good time to give up if you can. Ask for help at the clinic. 
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The MomConnect service is currently available in South Africa. From August 2014 to 
April 2017, 1.26 million women were registered to MomConnect, which is about half 
of the women attending antenatal care (ANC) 1, of which nearly 60% were estimated 
to own a mobile phone (LeFevre et al., 2018 p.1). 
In 2016, 26% of registrations started to get women onto MomConnect did not 
succeed and were deemed to have dropped out. If registration attempts were 
converted to successful registrations, coverage of MomConnect in 2017 would 
have reached nearly all ANC1 attendees with access to a mobile phone. Among 
women registered, nearly 80% of expected text messages were received 
(LeFevre et al., 2018, p.1). 
The MomConnect government-led programme partnered with various funding and 
technology organisations and institutions that provided services to pregnant mothers 
who received messages on their mobile phones about their health, the health of their 
child, and the services offered by the local clinic. Some of the difficulties around this 
service pertaining to the number of users, and whether subscribers were receiving the 
messages and if they were benefiting from those. The estimation of numbers about 
ownership of mobile phones and approximation of percentage figures of receivers and 
beneficiaries of the MomConnect services demands from evaluations to “reinforce the 
need to methodically follow the flow of data to understand who receives services, in 
what dose and where critical breaks in the continuity of service delivery occur” 
(LeFevre et al., 2018 p.12). 
For MomConnect, designing a curriculum involved a process of content selection 
sequencing and task design. It was done by experts knowledgeable in the content field 
and of the target audience. The MomConnect content development process is 
described as follows: 
Maternal messages were developed by a consortium of stakeholders led by 
NDoH and inclusive of global maternal health content experts, academic partners, 
UN agencies, technology companies and non-government organisations. Fifty 
topics were identified to address relevant issues related to pregnancy or the 
newborn infant. For each topic, an SMS message was developed within the 160 
characters allowed. Messages were kept simple and understandable to 
laypersons emphasising inspiration and action, and/or information and action with 
the broader aim of encouraging the mother to play an active role in the healthcare 
of herself and her infant (LeFevre et al., 2018 p.2) 
Seebregts, Barron, Tanna, Benjamin, and Fogwill (2016) described the ‘design-with- 
the-user’ principle in relation to MomConnect as follows: 
This was adapted using the input of local experts to make it compatible with the 
local South African context, ensuring that the system was accessible to and 
equitable for marginalised populations where the need is greatest (rather than 
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where technical access is easiest). The South African Mobile Alliance for Maternal 
Action (MAMA) project had extensively tested the system used by MomConnect 
and its initial messages with South African women. The messaging system used 
has been found to be effective in other low-resource settings. The task team 
comprised people with varied backgrounds and experience, from which the 
project benefited. (Seebregts, Barron, Tanna, Benjamin, & Fogwill, 2016, p.131). 
The success of the MomConnect is based on numbers, and no qualitative data are 
available about user profiles.  
Beyond its absolute size, little is known about the factors influencing registration, 
population-level coverage or exposure to MomConnect’ health information content 
(LeFevre et al., 2018 p.2). 
The above provides a brief description of the MomConnect service and how its content 
was developed in relation to the ‘design-with-the-user’ principle. We use the above as 
the contextual starting point, which was to be built upon for the ChildConnect service. 
The above examples show that SMS-technology can be used to educate, inform, and 
to campaign and support community participation in South Africa. Understanding the 
ECD landscape in South Africa, its legal and operational frameworks, and 
acknowledging the centrality of poverty within this context, as well as what I could draw 
on in relation to adult education  
2.3 The who: Adult Education 
I turn now to theories in the academic discipline of education. Education is of central 
relevance to the co-design journey with the 12 mothers within the Child Connect 
project, as its main intent is to educate parents of young children. Adolf and Stehr 
(2014) remind us that “the act of delivering (information) is one side of the coin, the 
‘object’ that is being delivered (knowledge) the other” (p.27). In this study, the object 
being delivered was knowledge of ECD, and it was delivered to parents. So, the 
messages offer have early childhood education (ECD) as its content domain; and 
adults as its target learners. Situating this study in the academic discipline of 
education, is important, as it placed access to and the development of knowledge as 
its central purpose. Arlinghaus and Johnston (2017) suggest that “knowledge is the 
desired outcome of education” (p.113).  
I focused on primary caregivers as the receivers of the messages and was drawn to 
the legacy of Paolo Freire, whose community and cultural work has remained iconic, 
becoming known as education for liberation. Freire saw the link between community 
work and adult education as the struggle for social justice to create a better life for all. 
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In a similar vein, John Dewey (1920s-1950) and Julius Nyerere (the 1960s) argued 
that education was a manifestation of liberation and that learning comes from 
experience, which differs from person to person and was a circular process and not a 
result (Kolb, 2015).  
Adult education is understood as education that targets adults in order to improve their 
knowledge and understanding of their world, their technical abilities and professional 
qualifications, through formal, informal, and non-formal learning through practice or 
programmes (Ross-Gordon, Rose, & Kasworm, 2017). Adult education, in the 
discourse of liberation/emancipation, occurs when an adult educator aims to raise 
people's awareness of emancipation and understands participant’s view of life through 
dialogue. Lucio-Villegas (2018) proposes that dialogues and multiple views of teaching 
and learning create knowledge, and continued dialogue confronts people's knowledge, 
which creates new knowledge. Historically, in South Africa, this type of shared learning 
and debate has not been promoted. The history of unequal education in the country 
and the redress thereof espouses to recognise the importance of education for 
liberation (Vally, Bofelo, & Treat, 2013). During the apartheid government regime in 
South Africa, education operated under 18 different systems, referred to as a 
‘ghettoized’ education history (Hartshorne, 1985). This led to an “equal but separate” 
education system (Hartshorne, 1985). Historically, adult education was first delivered 
in and between groups, facilitated by a facilitator through face-to-face teaching 
(Ceobanu & Boncu, 2014). Community mobilisation of groups and individuals were 
introduced through structured seminars, workshops, and training programmes to 
promote community education (Vally et al., 2013).  
Vella (1994) argued that adult education is best achieved through dialogue (dia means 
‘between’, and logos means ‘word’) which suggest ‘the word between us’ (Vella, 1994). 
She argues that when working with adults, they need to feel safe enough to share their 
needs and that this can be supported by following seven steps of planning and twelve 
principles of dialogue (Vella, 1994). The dialogue begins with seven steps of planning 
by asking the questions, ‘who, why, when, where, what for and how’. Linked to the 
seven steps are the twelve principles to be followed during the dialogue which include: 
(i) needs assessment; participation of the learners in naming what is to be learned; (ii) 
safety in the environment and the process; (iii) a sound relationship between teacher 
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and learner for learning and development; (iv) careful attention to the sequence of 
content and reinforcement (v) praxis: action with the reflection of learning by doing; 
(vi) respect for learners as subjects of their own learning; (vii) cognitive, affective, and 
psychomotor aspects: ideas, feelings, actions; (viii) immediacy of the learning (ix) clear 
roles and role development; (x) teamwork: using small groups; (xi) engagement of the 
learners in what they are learning (xii) accountability: how do they know they know? 
Vella (1994) argues that by listening to people and recognising their voices allowed 
the 'teacher' to (i) establish the needs of the 'learners' and to (ii) respect their spaces, 
which in turn, (iii) builds trust (p3-75).  
Knowles (1913 – 1997), a central figure in the development of adult education 
pedagogy, reminds us that adult education and learning are based on the basis that 
the (i) learning involves and are (ii)relevant to the context of the adult learner, (iii) 
building on experiences, are (iv) interactive by nature, and that (v) theories are made 
practical and (vi) offered with mutual respect in order for the learner to interact (Ross-
Gordon, Rose, & Kasworm, 2017 p.291-305).  
How the Vella model can be realised in SMS modality requires an approach that does 
not change, inherently, with the foundations not shifting. Considering the principles 
and Vella’s approach for adult education, teaching, and learning within an intervention 
it is expected from the ‘facilitator to always put the adults' needs, context and 
environment at the midpoint.   
2.3.1 Adult education and technology 
The role that knowledge plays in societies and the way it is produced differs. However, 
everything we do is based on what we know and what we understand about our world 
(Adolf & Stehr, 2014). Accessing knowledge and information by using technology 
allows formal, informal, and non-formal learning as part of a lifelong learning 
experience, which allows us to know, to do, to be, and to live together and with others 
(Laal, 2013, p.981). Technology allows us to have access to new information, stay 
informed, and speed up opportunities to share ideas and create new ones. 
Technology extends learning opportunities in various modalities, for example, via 
computers, internet, and mobile phones, allowing us to create our knowledge through 
creative designs. Technology also (i) challenges our past understanding of access to 
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information; (ii) increases the opportunities of having access to knowledge; (iii) 
confirms the relevance of the kind of knowledge required; (iv) shapes the thinking and 
actions of adult learners; (v) allows passionate engagement with technology, which 
results in greater involvement with information; and (v) makes the difference between 
private and public knowledge clearer (Ross-Gordon, Rose, & Kasworm, 2017, p.295-
297). Designers of various educational programmes experiment with technology to 
introduce new ways of learning and teaching. Creating creative products that offer 
knowledge through various quality multi-media arrangements increases different 
learning understandings (Chaudhry & Malik, 2014).  
The technology used during various face-to-face and distance learning interventions 
helps to enhance the learning strategy allowing access to more knowledge; and to 
promote new ways of learning (Traxler, 2007). Media and technologies get mixed 
together in educational spaces using software, standards, protocols, users, designers, 
and developers.  
First, working in the technology sphere means that there is a rapid change in 
functionality and what is technically possible. Communication tools have changed and 
keep changing at a rapid pace (Valk et al., 2010), resulting in the intensification of 
access to information and knowledge as a result of the change in technology offerings 
(Stanoevska-Slabeva, Sacco, & Giardina, 2012). 
 Second, much hope is placed on the availability of more learning opportunities 
through digital literacy (Shonkoff et al., 2016). Digital literacy includes ‘those skills, 
abilities and attitudes that enable people and communities to survive, flourish and grow 
in an environment that is increasingly digital’ (Traxler, 2018 p.26). The advances in 
technology and mobile platforms are expected to result in changes in a complex 
education system (National Development, 2007). 
Third, up-scaling of education is expected to deliver quality education, but at times 
pilots fail or are too expensive to scale-up (Abadzi, 2013; York, Loeb, & Doss, 2018). 
Not all pilot projects are therefore successful, and at times when they are, it turns out 
to be too expensive for scaling-up.  
Finally, the affordability of mobile devices and data has cost implications, which is a 
vital variable in poor households (Aguilera & Muñoz, 2011). However, Traxler (2018) 
theorises that there is 
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the potential for mobile technologies to improve the lives of people and 
communities outside currently privileged domains – outside the established 
hegemony of the mainstream (p.152).  
In South Africa a large component of the South African populationmobile phones, 
which makes communication, dissemination, and access to information viable 
(Daughtery & Berge, 2017). The majority of users  in South Africa use SMS technology 
on mobile phones. The SMS industry is worth over 80 billion USD and has had a 
profound social, political and criminal impact (Harrington, 2008). Learning and 
communicating using SMS-technology are described as accessible and just-in-time 
and are integrated into most knowledge management systems (Brown & Mbati, 2015). 
Over the past decade, various SMS-based projects have been created to support the 
teaching and learning process, particularly in language learning (Moura & Carvalho, 
2010). Smartphones can now add images, videos, and music referred to as MMS or 
Multimedia Messaging Service (Thurlow & Poff, 2011).  
One of the key ideas from the literature on adult education and technology are that 
adults learn differently when using technology. In this study, ‘the act of delivering 
(information)’ was constrained by the intended use of SMS technology to offer a mass 
communication service. As such, it was necessary to reflect on the use of technology, 
and SMS as a modality, for adult education. Over time, the education and teaching of 
adults happened through various methods and mediums, with and between groups. 
For example in South Africa the mode of transport to and from work became the 
classrooms for workers: plays, poetry, readings, songs and the spoken word carried 
the message of inequalities as trade unions became the "schools of labour" and 
"laboratories for democracy" to test new ideas, arrive at new understandings, and 
develop and enrich collective practices (Vally et al., 2013, p.470). 
The use of technology to self-direct learning happened through newspapers, 
magazines, and library subscriptions (Cromartie, Gaffey, & Seaboldt, 2012, p.292). 
Historically, it was mainly the literate and bourgeoise public who used the media as 
additional sources for self-direct learning (Jürgen Habermas, 1991; Jurgen Habermas, 
Lennox & Lennox, 1964).  
Using SMS technology to educate and inform may, however, require a critical 
reflection on the early theories about adult education and how these may have shifted 
as a result of technology. The introduction of technology has meant learning merges 
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into our personal, private, leisure, and work time (Laal, 2013). Mobile phones give 
people access to knowledge, and different forms of learning happen continually and 
concurrently; it has become a fundamental aspect of households, companies, and 
educational institutions (Steffens, 2015, p.50).  
Some of the technology-driven learning and teaching shifts that have taken place over 
the years include an increase in self-directed learning, self-education, correspondence 
courses, and radio and television learning (Ross-Gordon, Rose, & Kasworm, 2017). 
Technology moved “classrooms” online and are referred to as the “flipped classrooms” 
(Ross-Gordon, Rose, & Kasworm, 2017, p.300) of adult learning. With technology-
based media, adults can now shape their learning and lives through the internet, 
computers, and various devices. The written language is available in visually and 
auditory options, recasting access to newspapers, books, journals. As such, 
technology has changed access to information, and this changed the public access to 
knowledge and education opportunities.   
I argue that the principles of adult education as described by Vellla (1994) and others 
(Daniels 2011, Vally, 2013) are transferable to any modality or medium. The principles 
that were foregrounded by Vella (ibid) are suited to the notion of co-design and can 
guide the co-design process for a mass communication parenting programme. 
2.3.2 Examples of Adult Education programmes using technology 
The design of the messages for the ChildConnect project targetted adults and made 
use of SMS technology, where messages were broadcast to the mothers. It was,, 
therefore, appropriate for me to scour the literature to identify examples of adult 
education programmes (primarily in distance learning) which made use of 
technologies in general and SMS technology in particular. This section of the chapter 
is devoted to a discussion about adult education and how technology changed face-
to-face learning to provide education and information to adults. I present an example 
of a few Asian distant learning programmes using various broadcasting tools to 
strengthen face-to-face learning experiences.  
Valk, Rashid and Elder (2010) reported on various Asian distance learning 
programmes using technologies and focussed on how the learners were reached, as 
well as how the use of technology improved learning outcomes. The results of this 
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study are informative as they highlight some keyways in which distance learning can 
harness technology. I focus here on findings relating to the use of SMS technology.  
In these programmes, mobile games and a mix of SMS, MMS and teleconferencing 
took place. For example, in the Bangladesh project, programmes were broadcast on 
a national television channel with an instructor and student interacting via SMS 
technology (Valk et al., 2010). Another test project in Bangladesh involved rural 
teachers who previously travelled to a government teacher training college for 14 days, 
which was then replaced and revised into a six-week distance education programme. 
In this project, the trainees each received a mobile phone to communicate with the 
trainer and with one another. The project in the Philippines, called MIND, focussed on 
the viability of SMS technology for language and mathematics learning. A workbook 
for non-formal distance education was tested through pre-project surveys and focus-
group discussions, whereas the mathematics project content was based on the 
fundamentals of mathematics, area perimeter and percentage (Valk, Rashid, & Elder, 
2010). 
Valk et al. (2010) argue that the Asian projects challenged the barriers of education 
while attaining educational outcomes that were, at the minimum, comparable to those 
of traditional educational methods. Another benefit of the programmes was the ability 
to give immediate feedback, which was considered a motivational factor for learners.  
From the various examples, it was evident that SMS was used to strengthen already 
existing educational and distant learning programmes. In some cases, it was used 
alongside another application as a direct communication tool between educator and 
learner. In another example, SMS was used to strengthen the written curriculum 
through questions, answers, and surveys. Additionally, Ross-Gordon et al. (2017, 
p.295) claim that technology provides opportunities for the creation and dissemination 
of written, audio or video material between and among adults, which allows them to 
shape the technology and impact upon a global community. Arlinghaus and Johnston 
(2017) reminds us that “for education to increase awareness, it must provide an 




2.4 The how: Mass communication for adult education 
When conceptualizing the co-design journey, and when reflecting back on it, I drew 
consistently on the academic domain of media and communication. Recognising the 
need to use broadcasting tools, I briefly elaborate on mass-communication theories, 
focusing on production and reception processes. The discussion includes a 
description of network gatekeeping processes (Barzilai-Nahon, 2013; Hall, 1993). I 
drew on communications theory to clarify some key theoretical concepts. I also 
identified an example of how ‘gatekeepers’ allow their football fans to be the 
gatekeepers of their social media pages (Coddington & Holton, 2014).  
The term ‘mass communication’ refers to the dissemination of information on a large 
scale to a wide range of people simultaneously (Adam, 2015). The designing phase 
of programmes involves production and reception processes, which suggest that there 
will be a producer and a receiver of services, or, differently put, the sender and the 
receiver of a message. The discourse of mass communication includes terms such as 
production and reception processes of information, in turn, which, in turn, comprises 
‘sub-discourses’. These discursive practices follow routes of information production. I 
focus, specifically, on the practice known as ‘gatekeeping.’ 
Messages (information) pass through various ‘gates’ during the production before they 
are received, by different ‘publics’ – the designated social groups for whom the 
messages have been produced (Coddington & Holton, 2014). McQuail (2010) 
describes mass communication as the ability to communicate a specific message 
instantly to a population with the understanding that the message comes from a source 
of power (McQuail (2010).  
The relationship of sender and receiver during the ‘ebb and flow of events in specific 
processes’ of message production and receiving, are built on different concepts and 
contexts, and how people understand and interpret the messages, they receive (Hall, 
1973). A classic reception theory (Hall 1973) claims that media texts are encoded and 
decoded – much as all texts are written and read or spoken and heard or made in 
different visual and auditory modalities. However, in mass media, both the encoding 
and the decoding are impacted by multiple social and also power issues. It is not 
simply a matter of the producer that produces the message, and the receiver decodes 
it the same way as was intended by the producer. At times, the producer will encode 
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a message, but the receiver of the message will understand (decode) the message 
differently from what was intended. Producers of media can use layers of meaning, 
with hidden ‘sub-texts’ to encode their messages for example, through the colours they 
use when producing videos, sound effects, layout, by the clothes their characters 
wear, and so on. Age, beliefs, culture, gender, life experience and the mood at the 
time of viewing are factors that can influence the way the receiver decodes the 
message (Hall, 1973). 
Shaw (2017), building on Hall’s (1973) and Mcquail’s (2010) theories, suggests that 
the receivers of the messages can have three positions or responses to the messages, 
namely agree, disagree, or compromise. To agree indicates dominance, or preferred 
reading, which happens when the message is interpreted by the receiver largely as 
intended by the producer of the message. This response occurs when the producer 
and receiver have much in common. When opposed to the message, the receiver 
disagrees, a response in which the receiver’s different beliefs, age, or culture, could 
be a factor. Compromise and negotiated reading are viewed as a compromised 
position, since it falls between the dominant and the oppositional position, meaning 
the receiver of the message does not agree with the producer's message. This position 
could also be because of the complexity of the message. However, Erzikova (2018 ) 
claims that “whoever controls the flow of information can influence social reality” (p.1).  
2.4.1 Production and reception processes 
Hall (1973) argues that there are four stages through which messages pass and that 
each stage is “relatively autonomous" – the one does not control the other, but each 
has its limitations and possibilities. McQuail (2010) builds upon Hall's four-stage theory 
and agrees with Hall that it is a circular process, because it moves from production to 
circulation and consumption, to distribution and consumption, through to redistribution, 




Figure 2.4:  Stages through which messages pass (McQuail 2010) 
 
During the flow of messages, and the stages through which messages pass, various 
decisions are made before the sender sent the message to the receiver, referred to 
as gatekeeping.  
2.4.2 Gatekeeping 
The concept of ‘gatekeeping’ is found in communication studies, journalism, political 
science and different sociology fields.  It was first coined by a social psychologist Kurt 
Lewin in 1947 who looked at the behaviours of housewives and why families eat 
differently. He coined housewives as gatekeepers as they made the decision about 
their family’s diets by deciding what to cook.  Gatekeeping are referred to as 
‘interaction between power and information; as a selection process and or the 
“decisions whether to allow information to pass through a gate’ (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008; 
Bruns, 2008; Singh & Wassenaar, 2016; Stanoevska-Slabeva, Sacco, & Giardina, 
2012) As the term gatekeeping developed over the years different disciplines started 
to use the term and applied it within their different fields. The different disciplines 
mainly describe the term gatekeeping as the  process through which information is 
filtered for broadcasting or distribution (Barzilai-Nahon, 2013).  Traditional 











the act as ‘gatekeeping’ on the ‘gated’ (the one gatekeeping is exercised upon) 
(Barzilai-Nahon, 2008).  
In communication theories, gatekeeping refers to the role and decision-making power 
of people in positions of relative power to the population to which information is to be 
disseminated. For example, in the case of a newspaper, the editor in the newsroom is 
a key gatekeeper. Those subjected to the gatekeeping through the various in-and-out 
flow of gates are referred to as ‘the gated’. Table 2.2 displays the various terms related 
to ‘gates’ in this regard and summarises a few references to authors.  
Table 2.2:  Terms of ‘gates’ 
Term Meaning References 
Gate  Entry or exit point. The existence of a clear gate 




(P. J. Shoemaker, 
Eichholz, Kim, & 
Wrigley, 2001) 
Gated The entity subjected to gatekeeping (Ali & Fahmy, 2013) 
(Erzikova, 2018) 
Gatekeeping  The process of controlling information as it moves 
through a gate. Activities include: selection, addition, 
withholding, display, channelling, shaping, 
manipulation, repetition, timing, localization, integration, 
disregard and deletion of information as this includes all 
forms of gatekeeping control. 
(Barzilai-Nahon, 
2013) 




Gatekeeper  Who performs gatekeeping (P. J. Shoemaker et 
al., 2001) 




Can be any entity, for example,  
an individual, organisation, or government that has the 
power to exercise gatekeeping through a mechanism 
within the network. 
(Barzilai-Nahon, 




Defined here as a tool, technology or methodology used 
to carry out gatekeeping. The mechanism used also 




Gateway  Commonly use in education and an indication of an entry 
point 
(Mears, 2009) 
Gate watchers  Those who have the power to create their content, for 
example, bloggers 
(Bruns, 2008) 
In-and-out gate  Flow of information (Ali & Fahmy, 2013) 
From authors such as the ones in Table 2.2 I have concluded that gatekeeping applies 
to the flow of information from the gatekeeper to the ‘gated’. Therefore, in this view, all 
forms of communication involve the notion of ‘gate’ in some form. The question is how 
much power the gatekeeper had had at the conception of the message ‘in the gate’ - 
before it was sent to the receiver, who can also be seen as the ‘gated.  
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Some researchers believed that after journalism lost its monopoly in news 
production and distribution and all kinds of information is now readily available on 
the Internet, gatekeeping became an obsolete concept. According to this view, 
virtually every online reader is a gatekeeper having the ability to pass along and 
comment on news items found on organizations’ official websites and social 
media channels (Erzikova, 2018 p.2). 
The term “gated” refer to the receiver of the message and as Bruns (2008) argues that 
in the 21st century audiences and public that have the opportunity to register as 
content contributors are described by Bruns (2005) as gatewatching and or 
gatewatchers. Network gatekeeping salience theory referred to the relationship 
“among gatekeepers and between gatekeepers and the gated.  The four different 
points indicate the different relationships among and between the different gates:  
x (gates) political power in relation to the gatekeeper,  
x (gates) information production ability, 
x (gates) relation- ship with the gatekeeper, and  
x (gates) alternatives in the context of gatekeeping, (Barzilai-Nahon, 2013). 
The hypothesis claims that through gatekeeping there is a ‘actor’ with power a ‘act’ 
and the one on whom gatekeeping is being exercised upon, and the levels of exertion. 
The introduction of technology, the internet, social network platforms and, mobile 
platforms, gave rise where  gatekeeping developed into and introduced the terms and 
theory of network gatekeeping and network gatekeeping salience (Barzilai-Nahon, 
2008, 2013). According to Barzilai-Nahon, (2008, 2013) “traditional models of 
gatekeeping ignore the role of those whom gatekeeping is being exercised upon; 
referred to as: gated”.  
Barzilai-Nahon (2013) argues that because no vocabulary exists in the gatekeeping 
literature highlight the way in which traditional models treated the gated. What network 
gatekeeping vocabulary wants to do is to give definitions to how the gated was treated 
and analyse gated and their relations with gatekeepers. The relationship within the 
traditional understanding is argued that A have all the power.  Asking if anyone with 
power is a gatekeeper, Barzilai-Nahon (2013) argues this is because the traditional 
literature refer to all actors with power as gatekeepers. Network gatekeeping  theory 
within a networks context “will reliably separate gatekeepers from non-gatekeepers in 
the information society, providing an analysis of the interactions between them and of 
gatekeeping as a whole” (Barzilai-Nahon, 2013 p.1493). Because traditional literature 
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of gatekeeping of actors of power Barzilai-Nahon (2013) argues that there are three 
different faces of power and define it as follows: 
x “A influence B”. The ‘first face of power’ has the ability to get others to do what 
you want them to do, even if it is against their will or / and in pluralism:  Dahl 
(1957), defined power as “A has power over B to the extent that he can get B 
to do something that B would not do otherwise  
x “A forcing B”. The ‘second face of power’ which is exercised when “A devotes 
his energies to creating or reinforcing social and political values and institutional 
practices that limit the scope of the political process. Basically, A forcing B to 
think like A or apply the same values.  
x “A over B”. The ‘third face of power’ this case “A exercises power over B. When 
A affects B in a manner contrary to B’s interests” (p. 37). Therefore, looking at 
power manifestation not only through decisions and actions but also through 
inactions that aim at shaping and influencing one’s preferences and awareness 
(hidden or observable) (pp. 202–203). 
During the production and reception processes different decisions are made before 
the message is send to a receive.  Within the study it will be important to identify who 
‘A’ refer to and who is actor ‘B’ when analysing what the kind of power or influence 
was used when deciding.  
Gatekeeping is everywhere in our daily lives and various disciplines started to explore 
the term as an “act of agenda setting and change in society’ (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008). 
The introduction of the internet as a tool introduced the term network gatekeeping and 
network gatekeeping mechanisms. 
2.4.3 Example of network gatekeeping theory  
The following example shows the network gatekeeping theory in practice and how the 
flow of information involved different gatekeepers and gatekeeping.  
The Cleveland Experience gives an idea of how different a message can turn out when 
sent by ‘perceived’ gatekeepers. The Cleveland Indian football players introduced a 
social suite where they allowed public members into a controlled-access space to write 
comments about their football game on their social media network platforms and 
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feeds, including Twitter, Facebook, and blogs. The public members or ‘gate watchers,’ 
had been football fans of the club since childhood, who benefited from being in a social 
suite, and getting their game tickets for free, and by being able to connect with other 
people in a specific space, with a specific purpose and with the same interests. They 
were skilled practice gatekeepers on their own social network pages by using and 
creating their own social suite hashtag on their postings and able to place unlimited 
postings with no framework attached and which limits them on what they were allowed 
to post. 
The Cleveland Indian football social suite public wrote and posted about anything and 
everything. The postings covered, for example, the seating arrangements, people 
attending the matches, how different supporters dressed, how fans responded, and 
only at times, about the game. Coddington and Holton (2014) suggested that the suite 
were ‘brand ambassadors’, who created marketing for the team as they promoted 
future games and published unfiltered information with no gatekeeper interference. 
However, the leading institution still played the game as the ‘main gatekeeper’, and 
the gated were gatekeepers and gate watchers interchangeably. The ‘main’ 
gatekeeper was also influenced by the contents contributed by the gated and changed 
their minds about certain gatekeeping practices and views.  
The main focus of my study is not on the different gatekeeping processes; however, 
the gatekeeping phenomenon cannot be ignored during communications for 
development. As the coding and decoding of messages depend ‘how much power’ the 
producer or designer or/and receiver of the messages has. The flow of information 
involves gatekeeping processes, and with the introduction of technology, new terms 
are introduced, which influence the gatekeeping processes. For example, those 
labelled as part of ‘the gated’ are referred to as the gate watchers. The example of ‘the 
gated’ in the Cleveland football club demonstrates that at times ‘the gated’ can also 
be gatekeepers in such a mass communication endeavour. 
When making sense of these communication theories, and the related concepts, I 
constantly held my co-design journey of the messages as a mass communication 
parenting programme using SMS-technology, in mind. I could apply the concepts I 
was reading about, to my study. The receivers, from a designated ‘public’, were 
mothers caring for young children. I was aware that messages were not ‘straight-line’ 
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products and that some power would be evident in the various processes of making 
and delivering the messages. It was in this realisation that the ‘co-design’ principles 
entered the study. The encoding and the decoding of messages, I argued at the time 
of the fieldwork, could be more complex than simply ‘writing messages for mothers’. I 
realised that the path through which information is processed from designer/producer 
to the receiver is crucial in communication for development.   
2.5 Theories on designing a mass communication strategy 
With the ECD landscape described and the theories of Adult Education and theories 
of mass communication in place, I could now elaborate on the more micro-level 
theories informing the co-design journey on which the mothers and I had embarked 
upon in this study.  
In this section, I situate this study within the academic realm of Information and 
Communication for Development, as this combines the use of ICT with development 
objectives – and has communication for development (C4D) as a subcomponent. This 
literature cuts across and draws upon, the traditional academic fields of Education 
(ECD and Adult Education) and Communication (mass communication) which I have 
elaborated upon. ICT4D, is a newer realm (and not yet recognized as a formal 
academic discipline). But it is multi-disciplinary with particular utility relating to health 
and education for adults living in poverty. Its strength is in theorizing design processes 
as fundamental to the efficacy of developmental interventions in communities.  
2.5.1 Information and Communication Technology for Development (ICT4D) 
Heeks (2008) envisaged a new phase of the Information and Communication 
Technology for Development (ICT4D) agenda, which would, among other things, 
require a "new view of the world's poor" (p.33). He emphasised the need to distinguish 
ICT4D innovations as either pro-poor (outside poor communities on their behalf), para-
poor (alongside poor communities), or peri-poor (within and by poor communities) 
(Heeks, 2008). Developing social innovation through a ‘para-poor’ approach suggests 
a human-centred design that is premised on empathy and on the idea that the people 
at whom the design was aimed, provides a roadmap to innovative solutions (Nelson 
et al., 2015 p.22). Human-centred design is a creative approach to problem-solving 
and a process that starts with those who the designs are for and ends with new 
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solutions to suit their needs. It is argued that when following the three phases of 
human-centred design, namely inspiration, ideation, and implementation, the social 
innovation outcome for those for whom the design was meant, will be a success.  
Communication for Development (C4D) is part of a broader framework of ICT4D. The 
World Congress on Communication for Development (WCCD) Rome Consensus 
(2006) defines C4D as: 
Communication for Development is a social process based on dialogue using a 
broad range of tools and methods. It is also about seeking change at different 
levels including listening, building trust, sharing knowledge and skills, building 
policies, debating, and learning for sustained and meaningful change. It is not 
public relations or corporate communication (p2.).  
 
The definition of C4D includes a framework for a communication cycle that suggests 
access to knowledge which focuses on the delivery of information to people, 
acknowledging the different voices which influence the message. C4D is described as 
a ‘people-centred’ way of communicating development and is done by making 
communication available on various platforms that influence policy through networks 
in order to bring about social impact (Davies, 2004 p.3-5) as illustrated in Figure 2.5. 
The vision is of a social impact which will allow the ‘poor and marginalised’ to become 














Figure 2.5:  C4D cycle 
 
C4D needs a clear project cycle which includes pre-planning and achievable outcomes 
coupled with sensitivity of women and the girl-child participation with an upwards 
accountability (Lennie & Tacchi, 2013).  
C4D communicators are anyone in society who wants to communicate their own 
developmental perspective or message; they are the grassroots voice, the 
marginalized, the poor and the communicatively isolated (Davies, 2004 p.3).  
Therefore, in each one of the communication aspects within the cycle, the 
communication designers (or co-designers) ask questions when planning for access 
to knowledge, and information for development.  For example, within the aim, for 
example, the question is ‘what do you want to achieve?’. Within the access tools, 
designers consider ‘the capacity you need’, ‘what kind of access?’, the language, and 
audiences, including credibility. With regard to voice, designers ask ‘how to publish or 
explain; they consider advocacy and campaigns. In relation to networking, 
considerations would be given to personal networking, and designers consider ‘who 
will you be in dialogue with for support?’, ‘who will you share information with?’ and 
how they will engage with the media and policymakers. The impact and influence 
aspects involve asking questions about the impact on stakeholders and change agents 
and reflecting on the positive influence on groups and individual lives (Davies, 2004 
p.10-15).  
Lennie and Tacchu (2013) provide a useful framework for evaluating C4D 
interventions. The evaluation of C4D intervention involves 7 inter-related steps with 
clear guidelines, namely participatory, holistic, complex, critical, emergent, realistic, 
and learning-based (Lennie & Tacchi, 2013 p.21-43) in order to evaluate development 
projects as illustrated in Table 3.3. The 7 inter-related steps are described as specific 
criteria and refer to as ‘good evaluation practice in C4D interventions’. 
Table 2.3: Guideline framework for evaluations of C4D interventions 
Participatory 
 
x consistent with the values, principles and aims of C4D  
x undertaken in partnership with community members and other stakeholders, 
and, wherever possible, indorse long-term engagement with groups 
x aims to facilitate continuous and active participation in all aspects and stages 
of the evaluation, through dialogue, feedback and mutual learning. Creative 
and engaging communication methods are used wherever possible 
x aims to facilitate continuous and active participation in all aspects and stages 
of the evaluation, through dialogue, feedback and mutual learning. Creative 
and engaging communication methods are used wherever possible 
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x use processes that are culturally and socially appropriate, not rushed, and 
based on mutual trust, open communication and transparency 
x is as inclusive as possible of a diversity of social groups and every effort is 
made to include a range of voices and experiences 
x process respects legitimizes and draws on the knowledge and experience of 
community members and stakeholders, as well as relevant experts and 
outsiders  




x recognises that social, cultural, and economic systems within which C4D is 
implemented are dynamic, historical and capable of continuous transformation 
and change  
x aims to describe and understand how the wider systems and networks are 
implemented and operated  
x include continuous monitoring of the local communication environment  
x capacity development is a long-term process, focus on the organisation; aims 
to improve coordination, cooperation and collaboration between internal and 
external agents and groups 
Complex x recognises social change as a  complex operating in many  social systems 
ways that are non-linear, unpredictable, chaotic, disorderly, and emergent 
x consider challenges, contradictions and paradoxes that often characterise the 
process of social change into account  
x the design recognizes that C4D is often undertaken in contexts with high levels 
of social conflict and involves people and organizations with multiple 
perspectives and agendas  
attempts to understand how and why social change happens which includes an 
analysis of social and organizational norms and other contextual factors that affect the 
process of social change  
x design and an initiative’s theory of change are flexible,  evolving and  
x assume that the outcomes are unpredictable or unknowable 
Critical  
 
x openly and sensitively addresses issues of gender, ethnicity and other 
relevant differences, and unequal power and voice among participants  
x data are disaggregated by gender, caste, educational levels, and other 
relevant differences  
x design is based on an understanding of the strengths and limitations of various 
approaches, methodologies and methods, including participatory 
methodologies and methods. 




x processes, tools and methods (including theories of change) are dynamic and 
flexible and can be adapted  
x capable of capturing unexpected, unpredictable, and self-evolving changes 
and wider ripple effects on both intended beneficiaries and others.  
x focuses on progress towards social change and the contribution of C4D and 
is alert to critical incidents and tipping 
x methodologies and methods are culturally appropriate and used in culturally 
sensitive ways 
x aims to contribute to developing effective, innovative, and sustainable by 
continuously improving them through feedback loops 
Realistic x is based on a realistic, long-term perspective of evaluation and social change  
x fully integrated into organizations and the whole programme cycle from the 
conception, design and planning stages. methodologies, methods and tools 
are as simple, practical, responsive, and rigorous as possible, and grounded 
in local realities (because of a recognition of the complex nature of social 
change  
x planning and the selection of methodologies, methods and indicators involves 
openness, freedom, flexibility, and realism – it considers what is achievable  
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x use a mixed-methods approach and triangulation process produces action-
oriented knowledge, consensus about further action, and agreed visions of the 
future.  
x the process ensures a high level of independence, integrity, and honesty 
Learning 
based  
x the process aims to foster the development of learning organizations by 
improving organizational and M&E systems and evaluation capacities, and 
contributing to the development of effective policies, strategies and initiatives 
that address complex development goals.  
x aims to facilitate continuous learning, mutual understanding, creative ideas, 
and responsiveness to new ideas and different attitudes, values and 
knowledge.  
x open to negative findings and weaknesses and learns from ‘failures.’ 
 
Davies (2004) reminds us that C4D interventions of projects “centre clearly on it being 
communication that is by ‘ordinary’ people; that is people-centred, that empowers the 
rural poor and the marginalised” with the aim that people communicate for themselves 
about themselves (p.6). The tools needed for each aspect within the C4D cycle 
includes traditional, new or convergence ICT’s (Davies, 2004 p.8). Traditional ICTs 
include newspapers and the media. New ICTs refer to connectivity, software, online 
training portals, etc. Convergence ICTs include alternative distribution of online, video 
or audio content; each one is obviously having advantage and disadvantages of use. 
From the guidelines framework for C4D includes various research and evaluation 
approaches and methodologies which include: understanding programme theory and 
the process of change; systems and complexity-based; collaborative and participatory; 
action research; participatory communication and C4D-focused; feminist and gender-
sensitive; case study and quantitative survey-based (Lennie & Tacchi, 2013 p.114). 
When I found these theories and evaluation frameworks for C4D interventions, they 
resonated with many aspects of my co-design journey with 12 mothers who were poor 
and marginalized, who seldom had their voices heard, and who at times were further 
marginalized because of lack of access to technology. However, C4D offers wide 
ranges of opportunities for access to information via different types of ICTs, which can 
bring about change in understanding the world around us. The C4D evaluation 
framework offered a theoretical lens reflecting on my co-design journey with the 
mothers. 
Communication for Development (C4D) also referred to as Social and Behaviour 
Change Communication (SBCC) aims to engage children, families, and 
communities to exercise their rights and unlock solutions that will create changes 
for a social cause (UNICEF Lebanon, n.d) 
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C4D and SBCC are used interchangeably, however, SBCC has its origins in health 
and the planning processes for health intervention treatments focusing on positive 
health behaviour changes    
2.5.2 Social and Behavioural Change Communication (SBCC) 
Studies, policies, and intervention programs in the health sector encourage activities 
which encourage change behaviour when sharing health information with individuals. 
The ‘intervention’ model hence acknowledged that individual environments differ and 
each are located within a complex socio-economic system, referred to as Social and 
Behavior Change Communication (SBCC). SBCC is used by health programs that 
“persuade individual and communities to make positive health behaviour changes” 
(Briscoe, Aboud, 2012).  SBCC has its origin to the Health Belief Model (HBM) from 
the 1950s and is influenced by the development of “preventative health behaviour” as 
Public Health Care focused mainly on prevention than on the treatment of diseases 
(Rosenstock, 1974, p. 333). The problem, however, was that people failed to accept 
disease prevention or screening for early detection (Rosenstock, 1974, p. 333). The 
theory and development model of SBCC grew as a response to solving of a practical 
problem (Rosenstock, 1974, p. 333).   
SBCC can be located in an array of disciplines, for example, social science, marketing, 
journalism, psychology, education, nursing, and medical care. It is used alongside 
various techniques (Briscoe, Aboud, 2012, p. 614). The techniques are divided into 
various categories like information, performance, problem-solving, social support, 
materials, and media. The literature and the case studies within the health literature 
asserts that intervention programs require interdisciplinary collaboration and demand 
an engagement with policymaking and the political context. SBCC is further described 
as an approach that is evidence-based and theoretically supported and makes use of 
any opportunity for communication through shifts in norms, knowledge and practices 
(Christofides, Nieuwoudt, Usdin, Goldstein, & Fonn, 2013, p. 193).  Concrete 
strategies are used to bring about change. (Briscoe, Aboud, 2012). Lennie and Tacchi 
(2013) emphasise the importance of effective communication for participatory forms 
of development stating the need to 
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reinforce the case for effective communication being a central and vital 
component of participatory forms of development, something that needs to be 
appreciated by decision-makers (pp.1-3)  
So SBCC aligns well with my co-design journey which had the design of a mass 
communication parenting programme using SMS-technology, as its aim; and a 
describing and theorizing my co-design journey with mothers as its research intent. It 
was, therefore, appropriate to reflect further on the SBCC literature, considering both 
its strengths and limitations. 
The multi-disciplinary nature and the resulting plethora of techniques and theories 
informing C4D interventions have been a cause for critique. Abraham and Michie 
(2008), who identified 26 techniques with the aim to establish a common language for 
content development, warn that it is difficult to ‘faithfully replicate effective 
interventions’ because there are no ‘standardised definitions of the techniques 
included in behaviour change interventions’ (p. 384). Briscoe and Aboud (2012) state 
that the ‘techniques are derived from more than one theory, and so their use does not 
directly test one theory over another’ (p. 613), and explain that this is because SBCC 
intervention requires capacity building of individuals at multiple levels through the 
capacitating of organisations and institutions. SBCC is therefore critiqued for being 
unfeasible, or unethical with a need for more alternative methods. However, others 
argue that the SBCC theory includes clear results of uptake, coupled with indicators 
for competency-based education, capacity building, mobilisation, and community 
empowerment (Briscoe & Aboud, 2012, p. 616).  
SBCC includes social change and change in human behaviour and together, social 
change and behaviour change can bring about sustainable change (USAID India et 
al., 2013). SBCC has evolved from Information, Education and Communication (IEC) 
and health education from a paradigm: expert-learner; sender-receiver to Behavior 
Change Communication (BCC). BCC places emphasis on analysis of behaviour, 
knowledge, attitudes, and practices through three characteristics, three key strategies 




Figure 2.6: SBCC characteristics, strategies, and distinct planning 
steps 
The five planning steps of SBCC starts with understanding the situation. If the situation 
is not interpreted accordingly, it can impact on the other planning steps. Working 
alongside the ‘user’ from the beginning is therefore important. Building on human-
centred design, Seebregts et al., (2016 p.131) suggest that working alongside the end-
user helps to better address their needs, culture, and behaviour. They argue that when 
co-designing with the end-users, it is important to continuously build on their feedback 
throughout the lifecycle of the project. Co-creating solutions involving all the role-
players attracts its own problems; however, the success of the programme depends 
on the engagement of the receiver of the service.  
Design-with-the-user principles further suggest the involvement of multiple designers 
and users during the different phases of the project. The intention is to develop a tool 
that: (i) improves users’ current processes, saving time, using fewer resources and 
improving quality; (ii) is context-appropriate and informed by users’ priorities and 
needs, considering the ecosystem and accepting that digital tools will not always be 
the best fit; (iii) is incremental and in an iterative manner, with clear objectives and 
purpose in mind; (iv) ensure that the design is sensitive to and considers the needs of 
• It uses a 360-degree 
approach that is focused 
not just on mass media but 





























the traditionally underserved; (v) embraces an iterative process that allows for 
incorporating feedback and adapting the tool after the initial testing and launch; and 
(vi) is open about setting expectations and letting people opt-out of participating in the 
design process Nelson, A., Lim, C., & Kathoki, L. (2017 p.1-7). 
2.5.3 Examples of parenting programmess using SBCC approach 
I found that the theory of social and behaviour change communication (SBCC) allowed 
me to theorise my co-design journey with the 12 mothers for a mass communication 
parenting programme using SMS-technology. I, therefore, looked for examples of 
parenting programmes which described themselves in these terms and claimed to 
have adopted ‘human-centred design’. I was particularly interested when I found two 
parenting programmes – Vroom and Read to Kids – which had parents of young 
children as their targeted beneficiaries. I had read about both near the outset of our 
co-design journey – but I did not realize that it was theorized using concepts from 
SBCC. I, therefore, revisited this programme again in some detail, as it has many 
similarities to the ChildConnect service; albeit that one is set in the USA and the other 
in India.  
I first consider Vroom, as this deepens my literature review and provides an example 
of a communication campaign to parents of young children who applied SBCC 
concepts. Vroom, a messaging campaign to help raise parents’ awareness of 
children’s brain development, was introduced in 2014 by IDEO.org in partnership with 
the Bezos Family Foundation. The messaging campaign is based on the 
understanding of: 
positive engagement with their parents and caregivers during the first five years of 
their lives. This is the most active period for brain development – children’s brains 
form new connections at a rate of 700 synapses per second (Wyattet al. 2015, 
p.71). 
The inspiration phase of the previously mentioned three phases of human-centred 
design involves having extensive interviews with parents, child development experts 
and pediatricians in California, New York, and Pennsylvania. Interviews with parents 
showed that because of their upbringing, not experiencing engaging with their parents, 
they lack the knowledge on how to interact with their child. During this phase, nurses 
visited the families at home to play with the children while the parents were watching. 
This methodology influenced and changed the parents’ behaviour. During the ideation 
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phase, EDC experts and paediatricians collected data while interviewing the parents 
and playing with the children. The team produced various personas that model the 
different mothers. Thereafter mothers were invited to “review mood boards, listen to 
sample voices and provide feedback on which character they would trust for advice 
on child-rearing” (Wyattet al. 2015, p.71-74). The findings showed that parents were 
interested in the science behind the behaviour, brain development, and the interactive 
role they could play to contribute to the development of their children. The design 
phase of the campaign took 14 weeks and another three years before it was 
implemented. Vroom suggest brain-building is important, among others, herewith 
three examples: 
x Babies are born ready to learn. And you have what it takes to help them! 
x The time you spend with your child can help their brain grow strong. Even a 
few minutes count! 
x Your child loves to learn from you. Your time together gives them a strong 
start in life! 
The Vroom campaign messages suggest actions parents could take anywhere, 
anytime (in the car, at home, while walking, at laundromats, etc.) while interacting with 
their children:  
(i) look – with the understanding children learn with their eyes; 
(ii) follow – with the understanding that children understand best when the parent 
takes the lead; 
(iii) chat to the child – with the understanding that children’s brains ‘light up’ when 
the parent makes sounds, sing, changing voice;  
(iv) take turns while playing, talking or explore – the parent acts, then the parent 
gives the child a turn to act; 
(v) stretch the moments by asking questions.  
Vroom is available on the internet with the option to try a Vroom tip. On the first click 
of the link, it asks you the name and the age of your child. In order to access it on the 
internet, you need data. Vroom is also available to download as an application on a 
mobile phone; data is however needed to use the application. There is also an option 
available to register online for the Vroom service, with more than a thousand activities 
for parents to do with their children. The message starts with the option to register a 
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child’s name and age. The activities to do with a child is linked with the child’s name 
and age, informing the parent what the child is likely learning in any chosen activity, 
following five different actions. 
Currently, Vroom is used by more than 120 thousand families in the US. It is successful 
as a mass communication campaign, and, importantly, it was designed with-the-user 
throughout the project cycle. The decision to make it accessible on various Internet 
platforms is regarded as a suitable and feasible option for US-based parents. 
Interestingly the model of the nurses playing with the children while the parents 
watched them influenced behaviour changed of the parents when interacting with their 
children. 
Next, I describe Read to Kids (India) which provides another example of a parenting 
programme using SMS-technology where the setting – in India – is more akin to the 
South African context. I was also fortunate to find an international example of a 
parenting programme in India which focused on changing the behaviour of parents by 
encouraging them to read to their children. SMS-technology was one of the 
mechanisms used to educate and inform.  
During the period 2015-2017, the government of India and the Education Research 
and Training Department at the University in Delhi, book publishers, donors, and 
community-based organisations, introduced the Read to Kids, a “reading behavioural 
change” campaign in 117 small communities in Delhi, India. The goal of the project 
was to raise awareness of the value of reading to young children (0-8 years old), 
encouraging a culture of reading at the household level, and getting parents to 
frequently read to their children (Crane & Smith, 2015 p.2). The research was intended 
to identify the support needed to normalize digital reading to children. The service was 
offered in Hindi and English and pushed information via a mobile application to 
203,000 families. The mobile application assisted parents and caregivers in getting 
access to 550 digital books, sourced from 34 local and international publishers. 
Between 2015-2017, Worldreader, Results for Development (R4D) and Pearson’s 
Project Literacy partnered to develop and implement a digital reading pilot called Read 
to Kids for parents of young children among under-resourced households in Delhi 
State. Read to Kids promoted emergent literacy and school readiness of young 
children 0-8 years of age by encouraging parents and caregivers to read aloud to their 
53 
 
children (Crane & Smith, 2015 p.2). The goal of the project was to raise awareness 
with parents and caregivers about the benefits of reading to young children in order to 
bring about a behaviour change, with the slogan: ‘today’s stories are tomorrow’s 
preparation’.  
The Read to Kids content was enhanced by a messaging campaign, which pushed 
the key message to parents. The project was designed as a reading pilot project aimed 
at parents and to get them to read aloud and more often to their children and to raise 
awareness about the value of reading to promote a culture of reading. The reading 
project consisted of three different phases: the first pre-pilot phase referred to as the 
formative research period; the second was the implementation phase, and the third 
was an external outcome evaluation phase. The findings of the first phase informed 
the implementation phase. The first phase identified the (i) target market; (ii) 
implementation partners; (iii) development support and behavioural change 
messages; (iv) identifying the need for quarterly workshops to evaluate the project; 
and (v) to adapt the messages after analysing the data from the server and field data. 
The first phase, therefore, influenced the kind of campaign messages and 
implementation framework. The requirement was that parents and caregivers who are 
caring for children between the ages 0-8 needed to have an internet-enabled mobile 
phone with basic literacy proficiency.  
An independent outcome evaluation, led by the Centre for Early Childhood Education 
and Development (CECED) from Ambedkar University in Delhi between November 
2016 and June 2017, measured the short-term outcomes of Read to Kid’s (Crane & 
Smith, 2015 p.2). The implementation partners were found to be strategic supporters 
of behaviour change and comprised teachers, doctors, community members and 
youth. The campaign messages were broadcasted on various platforms and mediums, 
including television, radio, billboards, social media, banners, t-shirts, and bags. An 
example of a message is: “The home is the child's first classroom, and parents are 
their first teachersˮ. The design of the campaign messages grew out of the findings 
from parents’ attitudes towards reading, which contributed to the success of the 
programme as parents could identify with the messages. Crane and Smith (2015) 
suggest that the behavioural change of parents and caregivers were influenced by 
"existing parental attitudes and behaviours towards reading" (p.4).  
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A summary of the main findings include, among others, that the (i) pilot reached over 
203,000 families; (ii) the majority of children lived in a home where children’s 
storybooks were non-existent; (iii) digital reading is scalable and affordable; (iv) a 
blend of digital and in-person strategies is most supportive in normalising digital 
reading to children; (vi) children in low and middle-income countries start school 
unprepared for learning; (vii) parents preferred books in mother tongue; and (vii) 
women became important and indirect beneficiaries of the pilot (Crane & Smith, 2015 
pp.3-4). 
The advantage of having the Indian government as an active communication 
participant in the campaign meant that it was easy to access all public spaces and 
places to make the campaign messages heard. An added success was that the 
messages were broadcasted simultaneously on any and every platform available – 
which put the awareness directly on the public face and agenda. Although the 
beneficiaries of the programmes were ultimately children, the behaviour change 
approach was focused on adults directly. 
However, a human-centred-design approach suggests programmes designed and 
implemented in other countries cannot just be transferred into a new local context 
without adaptation and considering the needs of the users.  
2.5.4 Summary of chapter 2 
From describing the ECD context, it is evident that there is a lack of intervention 
programmes offered by the SA government for those caring for young children. The 
South African policy design and finance frameworks to inform and educate parents 
about their children’s early development are constructed on a top-down approach and 
ignore the voices of the receivers of the services. Service delivery for children are 
fragmented, and at times the critique against the modes of delivery the relevant 
information to South African citizens are very harsh. 
Not only have the modalities of learning changed in the last two decades, but the role, 
value and access to knowledge have also changed. Lifelong learning options have 
increased because technology has made access to knowledge easier. The options of 
face-to-face learning with flipped classrooms, and technological advances, made 
learning-on-demand possible. Information is now available in innumerable creations 
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on the Internet, which enhances the possibilities of lifelong learning. The use of mobile 
phones as communication, development and learning tools to reach the widest 
audience appears to be a promising form of information and knowledge dissemination 
and can also influence a change in behaviour. C4D allows people and organisations 
to use ICT’s as tools to increase development, effectiveness and efficiency. Adult 
Education and Mass communication theories are prominently placed within 
communication for change (C4D), social change and human behaviour for change 
(SBCC).  
From the literature about SBCC, we learned that it is important to design a menu of 
techniques categories appropriate for the specific behaviour targeted linked to the 
audiences, which will benefit from the intervention. Therefore, health programmes, 
focus on health indicators for behaviour change and educational and knowledge 
acquisition programmes focus on indicators of repetition for understanding and 
retention.  
The literature suggests that adults are put at the centre for adult education and 
communication for development and always considering their context as part of those 
marginalized. Taking the cycle of production and reception theory intertwined with the 
cycle for C4D, it’s important to have put the ‘receiver’ of the message first. It is 
therefore important to consider the kind of methodologies and indicators needed, 
which will allow for reflection on building sustained knowledge, which can lead to 
changes in parenting behaviour. The C4D evaluation questions provides a theoretical 
lens for stepping back and reflecting on the co-design journey with the mothers, as it 




3 Chapter Three: ‘Design-with-the-user’ and ‘messy PAR’ meet 
3.1 Introduction 
When I set out to conduct the fieldwork, I first got to know the parents and families that 
were involved, and who were to receive and respond to the parenting information. 
Through the process of the field work, the dynamic was such that the mothers had an 
influence of the nature of the messages and that reciprocally, the messages influenced 
them in some way. In terms of research design, it was almost inevitable that the study 
would be described as a type of participatory action research (PAR) inquiry, because 
the problem was upfront; no one really knew what type of message would work 
optimally and in the sample of participants with whom I worked with, we were 
addressing this problem by trial and error. The sample was thus selected purposively, 
focusing on the participants who could potentially provide rich data that would give 
some ‘muscle’ to a ‘pro-poor’ approach in this theses’ knowledge-making. The 
reasoning for such an approach was that the participants would have to be viewed as 
the ‘voices’ of many other people in similar situations. At the outset I planned that the 
12 mothers would co-design the mass communication parenting programme. I was 
hoping that this opportunity to co-design messages for mass communication would 
not only afford them as individuals a unique opportunity but also serve as an example 
of study design which would facilitate a ‘para-poor’ research innovation (Heeks, 2008). 
Thus, I approached the ‘sample cases’ as 12 qualitative case studies in 
an approach to research that facilitates the exploration of a phenomenon within its 
context using a variety of data sources. This ensures that the issue is not explored 
through one lens, but rather a variety of lenses which allows for multiple facets of 
the phenomenon to be revealed and understood (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p.544). 
Table 3.1 presents the different ‘lenses’ I used during the study, and it sequences the 
combination of seven steps of planning, shows 12 central, adult education principles, 
combining the human-centred phases (inspiration, ideation, implementation) (Wyattet 
al. 2015) with the design-with-the-user guidelines. These are displayed in relation to 
the 12 principles of adult education and the seven-step guide of programmes design 
(Vella 1994), which is, in turn, underpinned by the PAR cycle (diagnose, act, measure 







Figure 3.1: PAR cycle 
 
Table 3.1 can be read horizontally or vertically, and each cell contributes to the design 
thinking that went into the planning and the evolvement of the study. 
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The three phases of human-centred design speak directly related to the user design 
guidelines that suggest: 
1. Ensure that the solutions are sensitive to and useful for, the most marginalised 
populations; 
2. Develop context-appropriate solutions must be applied and must be informed 
by the users’ needs; 
3. User must be part of the planning, development, implementation, and 
assessment of the intervention; 
4. Projects should be developed in incrementally and iteratively; 
5. Design solutions that could enhance existing workflows and plan for 
organisational adaptation. 
When designing a programme for adults, Vella (1994) suggests twelve principles that 
need to be considered and steps to follow, which include asking the five ‘w’ questions: 




User must be part 
of the planning, 
development, 
implementation, 
and assessment of 
the intervention. 
A sound relationship 
between teacher and 
learner for learning 












































Home visit 3 
Reflect on home 
visit 3 
Share with industry 
role-players 




Home visit 4 
Reflect on Home 
visit 4 
Share with industry 
role-players 












Careful attention to 




Praxis: action with 
reflection or learning 
by doing  
 
Engagement of the 





that could enhance 
existing workflows 










I developed four different semi-structured interview protocols for each of the four home 
visits to the mothers. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, translated, and 
observations were documented through my notes, photographs, and videos. I 
gathered data by conducting interviews, observing the home environment of the 
participants, taking photos and video recording our discussions and activities around 
the home and collected relevant documentation (Yin, 2011). By following the various 
guidelines of design-with-the-user, adult education principles are foregrounded in the 
various cycles of diagnosing, acting, measuring, and reflecting. Such a mix of ideas 
and principles, I realised, would result in various cycles and a creative product, which, 
in turn, would end up as ‘messier’ PAR result (James, Bucknam, & Milenkiewicz, 2007) 
than envisaged. 
As a reminder following on C4D to increase development, effectiveness and efficiency 
using ICT tools remind us that the framework for evaluation involves seven inter-
related steps with clear guidelines, which come along with certain challenges which 
include:  
(i) Participatory - the need to address the contradictions arising from participatory 
and dominant approaches to C4D 
(ii) Holistic - the need for a holistic approach to evaluation capacity development 
at all level 
(iii) Complex - the need to better understand the complex context of development 
and C4D 
(iv) Critical - the need to take a critical approach that considers gender, power, and 
inclusion issues 
(v) Emergent- the lack of support for alternative, emergent evaluation approaches 
(vi) Realistic - the need for realistic approaches to assessing the outcomes of C4D 
(vii) Learning-based - the need for openness, freedom, and flexibility in using 
different evaluation approaches to enable better understandings of the process 
of social change and better ongoing learning from evaluation 
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The above challenges of C4D are considered during the various methodological cycles 
and presented as part of the findings in chapter 7.I also made use of a specific tool, 
PICCOLO3, for a structured analysis of some of the data as a means of triangulation. 
3.2 Framework 
The approach of collecting and analysing data involved seven different cycles, as 
illustrated in Figure 3.2, which also shows the apparent ‘messiness’ of the process, 
where development was not entirely linear.  
 
Figure 3.2: PAR cycles  
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Start monitoring and evaluation programme designed an observation tool for parents and families living in LMI 































A study on how an SMS parenting programme is developed ‘with the user’ can be of 
theoretical and practical value. Theoretically, such research is part of the discipline of 
media and communications where the concept of ‘public’ is pertinent. Habermas 
(1962) defined the concept ‘public’ as a place where an audience freely gathers to 
discuss and identify societal problems and through the discussion, influence political 
action (Calhoun, 1993). Fraser (1989) challenged this conceptualisation of ‘public’, by 
referring to Habermas’s ‘bourgeois’ public sphere and argued that it discriminated 
against historically marginalised groups of women (Fraser, 1989).  
Fraser further argued for a clear distinction between private and public matters by 
offering a contempary understanding of the marginalised public sphere, for example, 
those involved in issues of reproduction, nurturing of the young, and caregiving 
services in general. Women, for example, are assumed to take primary responsibility 
in rearing children, and they are the ones who have to create a positive child 
environment in the face of poverty, malnutrition, violence, and stress (Plaatjies, Majali, 
Madolo, Mostert, & Roberts, 2017). Their voices are generally ignored and the gap of 
inadequate service provisions, policy development, implementation, and 
communicating with the marginalised public, especially for those younger than three 
years old, are widening (Linland, Richter, Tomlinson, Mkwananzi, & Kathryn, 2016, 
p.32). The reference to the ECD public in this thesis will include all the role-players 
from the receivers, users, designers, and implementors, addressing the needs of 
young children and families.  
Practically, this study contributes towards filling the knowledge gap in programmatic 
evidence on effective parenting programmes, as identified by Britto, Ponguta, Reyes, 
& Karnati,2015 (p.14). Firstly, this gap exists because much of the evidence on 
programmatic effectiveness is from high-income countries. Secondly, the knowledge 
gap is hard to fill as there are remarkable differences in ECD parenting programme 
foci, content and service delivery mechanisms, which create a challenge in showing 
effectiveness. Thirdly, there is little systematic information on the scaling up of 
parenting programmes, and their sustainability and integration into existing systems 
of service delivery to reach the most marginalised and disadvantaged populations. 
Finally, the literature on the development of parenting programme curricula and 
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content is limited and often does not include ‘bottom-up’ approaches that could 
promote uptake and sustainability (Britto, Ponguta, Reyes, & Karnati 2015 p.15). 
This study, together with the published articles on the broader ChildConnect project 
(Roberts, Mostert & Plaatjies, 2019; and Mostert, Plaatjies & Roberts, 2019) 
contributes towards filling these knowledge gaps on programmatic evidence on 
effective parenting programmes by focusing on a South African case which was 
designed for scale, and which tried to use a ‘bottom-up’ approach by designing the 
programme with the users. 
3.3 Participatory action research (PAR) 
PAR advocates that the people who are participants in a study (and who are ‘being 
researched’) should be actively involved in all levels of activity, including decision-
making) so that they could understand the experience as one of ‘what we did together’ 
(Wicks & Reason, 2009). PAR involves studying the meaning of people’s lives within 
their everyday world conditions, representing their views and their perspectives not 
only as ‘subjects’ but truly as participants (Herr & Anderson, 2014, p.1–3). Because 
PAR advocates power-sharing in this way between the researcher and researched, it 
was essential for me to pay careful attention to the different power relationships. The 
‘researched’, therefore, could not be treated as ‘objects’ of inquiry, but rather as 
partners in the research process (Foucalt, 2002; Gordon, 1980).  
Wicks quoting Argyris (2003), stated that “learning occurs when understanding, 
insight, and explanation are connected with action” (Argyris, 2003, p.1179). and 
Reason (2009), It was during my home visits to the participants that I experienced the 
direct impact on my own thinking – action and reflection at times collided. This type of 
reflective cycle of PAR presented me with the opportunity to continuously plan and re-
plan, and to gather and analyse the data in tandem, while letting this process guide 
the next action., and determine the next action. This iterative cycle allowed for 
sustained reflection – I hardly stopped ‘reflecting on the action’ I had experienced each 
time when the next home visit came up – an experience described by authors such as 
(Baum, MacDougall and Smith 2006). 
I continued with the various cycles of plan-do-and-review, as will be illustrated 
throughout this chapter, to explain how the cycles unfolded over the past three years. 
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There were seven different iterative reflection cycles which involved the interaction 
and questioning of concepts (theory) and data, and evidence (Aspers & Corte, 2019 
p.17). All of the cycles unfolded around the home visits to the mothers and influenced 
the messages before it was sent to the bigger group.  
The first cycle of research required the designing of the content pillars for the SMS-
tech curriculum. This task entailed scanning the legislative and process documents 
pertaining to parenting programmes for young children. The second cycle involved the 
planning of the participatory process with mothers as contributors to the learning 
outcomes of the communication strategy. The third cycle related to techniques with 
which to hear the ‘voices of the mothers’ in decisions about the frequency and structure 
of the messages. The fourth cycle required reflecting on the circumstances of the 
mothers in choosing the technology platform. The fifth cycle acknowledges the support 
mothers needed by introducing the option of a secondary caregiver to join the service. 
The sixth cycle involves feedback from the mothers on the design and tone of the 
messages. The seventh and last cycle before the finalisation of the SMS-tech 
curriculum intended to gain an understanding of the mothers’ needs and contexts to 
assist in the development of the criteria for the writing of the messages. 
These seven multiple cycles, the content of which will be presented in Chapter 4 and 
5, involved continual diagnosis, action, ‘measurement’ and reflection, showing up 
‘messy cycle’ pattern (James, Bucknam, & Milenkiewicz, 2007). Because I knew that 
the scientific investigative process could not be rushed, because of the dire 
consequences of prematurely claiming knowledge validity, reliability, certainty, 
predictability, and use values (Lawson et al., 2015 p.31), I cultivated patience as much 
as possible. 
In the end, this study took three years to complete. The design of the SMS-tech 
curriculum took a year to unfold and the final evaluation of the ‘’user’’ by ‘’reflecting’’ 
followed two years later. When reflecting on the overall experiences concerning the 
messages and the considerations for future scale-up of such a communications 
strategy, I first evaluated the PAR cycles that had featured in the design-of-the-user 
approach. Secondly, I utilised an observation protocol along with the SMS-tech 
curriculum framework, as well as the first set of eight-week messages. The third and 
the fourth analysis occurred two years later. During that period, I first monitored the 
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access to the two-way communications technology that was used and then reflected 
on the knowledge, or learning outcomes, gained by the users. The last four cycles 
resulted in a further and deeper reflection which contributed and “lead to confidence 
in areas of validity, credibility, and reliability of results” (James et al., 2007 p.157).  
The value of applying the core principles of PAR in this study was to discover more 
about the lives, lived experiences, behaviours, emotions, and feelings of the 
participants (Ritchie, Lewis, McNaughton, Nicholls, & Ormston, 2014). During the 
collection of data, concepts, relations, and organising these into a theoretical 
explanatory scheme, built on 
the notion that knowledge generation is a collaborative process in which each 
participant's diverse experiences and skills are critical to the outcome of the work 
… combining theory and practice aiming towards solving real community 
problems … also, responsive to changing circumstances, adapting its methods, 
and drawing on the resources of all participants to address the needs of the 
community (Brydon-Miller, Kral, Maguire, Noffke, & Sabhlok, 2011 p.387). 
I was the intermediary between the role that the industry players and ‘poor 
communities’ mothers fulfilled. I was both a researcher and the lead writer of the 
messaging service. Bradbury-Huang (2010) describes action research as aspace 
where the researcher can “integrate truth and power”. However, Herr and Anderson, 
(2014 p.3) suggest that the term action research leaves the “positionality of the 
researcher open” and that the “term ‘practitioner-researcher’ places the researcher at 
the centre of the research” regardless action research “should always be 
collaborative”. Herr and Anderson (2014) argues that  
following the position of action researchers, the study will determine how one 
thinks about power relations, research ethics, and the validity or trustworthiness of 
the study’s findings (p.3). 
I conducted semi-structured interviews during home visits, administered semi-
structured questionnaires, and also took photographs, made video recordings, and 
interacted informally with the participants, much as Daniels (2006) suggested, aiming 
to hear the voices of marginalised people. 
When visual-based research is conducted from a critical, participatory action-
based stance to inquiry (PAR) it can empower marginalised populations and can 
address social injustice (Daniels 2006 p.10). 
I visited each mother twice before the messages were sent - once during the time, 
messages were sent and once after all the messages had been sent. This created 
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opportunities to ask questions and to observe participants within their daily 
environments (Yin, 2012).  
3.4 Mothers: The purposive sample 
To select participants in what is essentially a community development project is no 
easy task for a person who knows the communities, like myself. I realised that there 
is an unequal relationship working between practitioners and the communities they 
work in. Those working in communities are seen as change agents, and those involved 
in projects expect change. It was, therefore, essential for me not to create any 
expectations. I carefully planned the home visits to nurture trustring relatioships and 
to be welcome into the homes of mothers, to listen deeply to their stories, as Vella so 
aptly advise in the title of her book (Vella 1994), and to take note of their 
circumstances. The relationship between the researcher and the participants needed 
to be collaborative and based on trust to bring about positive interactions and change 
(Ritchie et al., 2014, p.67. As far as possible, I tried to follow a ‘bottom-up’ approach, 
which brought together actions and reflections, theory and practice, academic and 
local knowledge, and participation to produce knowledge and action through research, 
adult education, and socio-political action (Bodorkós & Pataki, 2009, p.1). This 
continuous flow of different knowledges and images formed part of the contuiing 
reflections and notes I made as I left a mother’s home, trying to make sense of what I 
had heard and seen systematically and honouring my social science brief. 
I regularly reflected on the aim of the SMS technology intervention and the challenges 
it presented to send messages in three different languages to mothers caring for 
children in their second year. Because of the language differences, I decided to 
purposively select a sample of mothers to help with the development of the messages. 
Such decisions were discussed and decided upon by the industry project team through 
various face-to-face and virtual meetings. The project team consisted of various 
industry role-players, such as representatives from government, universities, funders, 
technology developers, curriculum developers, and a monitoring and evaluation team. 
The industry role players agreed on the following in-principle criteria for selecting the 
mothers: the mothers needed to be the biological mother who visited the local health 
clinic and signed-up for the MomConnect service offered by the health clinic; the 
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carers’ home language needed to be Afrikaans, English or isiXhosa; the participants 
needed to be from low-income households, and they needed to own a mobile phone. 
Participants who spoke the appropriate languages for the study purpose were to be 
selected from particular towns in the Western Cape province. The towns in those 
provinces were divided into rural, semi-urban informal settlements, and urban areas 
and the industry role players agreed to ensure a mix of town types that reflected 
linguistic diversity. The majority of people living in the rural towns of the Western Cape 
are Afrikaans speaking; those living in semi-urban informal settlements speak 
IsiXhosa, and those living in urban areas mostly speak English. The industry role 
players agreed that I could search for participants in the following places: Robertson, 
a rural town, with a predominantly Afrikaans speaking population; Gugulethu, a semi-
urban area with informal settlements, where residents mainly speak isiXhosa; and 
Mitchells Plain, a mainly English-speaking community.  
However, the in-principle criteria for selecting the case participants changed when I 
started to look for participants. It was not a self-explanatory task to fulfil. Ritchie et al. 
(2014) argue that breaking down the barriers of insider-outsider relationships (the 
research expert and the research subject) is essential to understand the contexts and 
environments of the mothers (p.36) which impacted on the selection.  As a result, from 
the outset, I knew that I needed trusted access into the identified communities. I, 
therefore, made use of existing community development structures within each 
geographic location. I approached ECD facilities, social workers, and drew on the 
knowledge and social development networks of the isiXhosa translators who 
accompanied me and who was engaged in community care. They helped me to 
identify women who met the selection criteria and whom they thought may be willing 
to participate in, and benefit from, the research. Only when I was introduced to 
potential participants as identified by the community networks, did I realise how 
restrictive the in-principle selection criteria were. I felt that the strict application of the 
criteria would not offer a reflection of a variety of situations in which young children are 
cared for in the targeted locations. I also felt this might be an ethical violation. In this 
regard, I was mindful of the caution by Lawson et al. (2015) that:  
Research has the potential to marginalize and exclude vulnerable people, 
especially those who reside in challenging places. Moreover, research-based 
knowledge has the potential to silence the voices and choices of vulnerable 
people. When this occurs, the result is a bitter irony. Research designed to 
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advance the common good ends up being exclusionary, discriminatory, and 
oppressive, perhaps becoming yet another form of domination.  
When PAR convenes, organizes, and mobilizes vulnerable people in vulnerable 
places, it provides one safeguard against such a huge ethical violation - that is, 
when research designed to serve causes harm. PAR enables morally guided 
researchers to honour their social responsibilities (Lawson et al., 2015 p.2). 
In my search for mothers I learned  that not all carers of children in their second year 
were the biological mother. Secondly, not all pregnant mothers visited a health service 
during their pregnancy, and that not everyone identified had signed up to be part of 
the MomConnect services. The assumption that participants could read, write, and 
had access to mobile services, was also challenged.  
Building trust started long before the first home visit or interaction, which required the 
creation of an open trust relationship for positive change and allowing adult learners 
to get involved in a meaningful way (McCarthy, St Germain, & Lippitt, 2002). The first 
important observation was that as a researcher, I needed to be, flexible when 
scheduling visits and  proposing dates and times of visits. For example, the Robertson 
mothers were not available during the week, and one day to do all interviews was not 
enough. It took two hours to drive there from Cape Town, and it was essential to 
arrange the visits close to each other. Consequently, all the visits took place over a 
weekend. Building on Herr and Anderson (2014, pp.15-149), who referred to action 
research in general as a  ‘value-laden’ inquiry:  
how action researchers position themselves vis-à-vis the setting under study will 
determine how one thinks about power relations, research ethics, and the validity 
or trustworthiness of the study’s findings (Herr & Anderson, 2014, p.21). 
To be able to build trust, I needed to “cultivate specific characteristics”, and the first 
was the need for the “researcher to be an insider” (Herr & Anderson, 2014, p.15 – 
149). I regarded myself as an insider when conducting home visits. I live in the Western 
Cape, grew-up in Robertson, and worked in most parts of this province, including 
development and social activist work. I could identify the criteria for the sample of 
individuals because I knew the province very well and was comfortable engaging with 
people from different walks of life. As part of the industry project, I was again an insider 
because I was responsible for the content design and was involved in the ChidConnect 
pilot study from its inception of the pilot until the final evaluation report was submitted. 
The second characteristic was to create a participatory partnership with the mothers 
(Herr & Anderson, 2014, p.15 - 149), whose input, participation and responses were 
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regarded as very important for the research. A relationship could also be determined 
and influenced by the way I dressed during home visits. If I visited people in their 
homes, my appearance could not be one of ‘power’ when entering a situation where I 
wanted to build trust and lay a foundation of equality. During content development 
meetings, my role was to represent the voices of the mothers as participants during 
the industry role-players decision-making discussions.  
The third characteristic which I adopted to build trust (Herr & Anderson, 2014, pp.15 – 
149) was to approach the participatory action research in an interdisciplinary manner. 
As a researcher, my background and knowledge were primarily in ECD, adult 
education and communications. The early childhood development messages were 
sent to mothers and caregivers’ mobile phones, using SMS-technology. The purpose 
of the messages was to communicate but also to inform and teach ECD concepts and 
understanding. Communication and education principles were used to guide the 
development and delivering of the messages; it was thus not difficult to remain focused 
and aware of what took place during these collaborations between industry role-
players and communities. 
The last characteristic to build trust was for the research to be actionable, working 
alongside the mothers as ‘users’ within a partnership where their voices during 
knowledge creation, were taken seriously. I tried to ensure that the views of everyone 
– both mothers and the industry role players - was regarded equally important. I had 
to ensure that respect during interactions was reciprocal, and interview questions were 
designed keeping the mothers in mind and for them to directly benefit from the 
messages they received on their mobile phones. Regarding the content development 
while also by representing the voices of the mothers, I continuously reflected on the 
process-in-action. I tried to remain aware of how the interaction during the data-
gathering process might be guiding the change process with, and within, the industry 
relationship. I thus remain aware of my meditation role between the industry role 
players in the ChildConnect and the participants in my study, in whose homes I was 
welcomed. 
The different kind of homes and resources available in- and outside the homes 
contributed towards a better understanding of the living conditions of the mothers. I 
needed to design an interview instrument that was sensitive, aware, and informed 
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about the circumstances of the mothers’ lives, which could be used for, and in, the 
field. Herr & Anderson (2014 pp.15 - 149) reflect on the position of action researchers, 
which meant that through systematic enquiry and with the assistance of the mothers 
and caregivers, I could address their concerns. 
3.5 Challenges during the selection of mothers 
Not all the people I visited as potential mothers were selected to be part of the study. 
In some cases, this was a result of their home circumstance which mitigated against 
their inclusion, where participation in the study would not be convenient for them. For 
example, the one mother I visited indicated that she and her husband were staying 
with the mother-in-law, which restricted them to do things in the house or allowed 
anybody to visit them. Another mother indicated that she only saw her child over 
weekends because she leaves her child with a caregiver during the week while she is 
working. Two potential mothers were excluded, due to factors of their own 
vulnerability. For example, one of the mothers could not read, and another did not 
have a mobile phone or access to electricity to charge a mobile phone. So, while I was 
able to recruit and work with 12 mothers, four women from the three low-income 
communities – most of whom were living in poverty and vulnerable members of society 
– I had to exclude the poorest and most vulnerable women in those communities. 
As content developers of the sms-technology programme, we were able to send the 
messages in different waves over time to different stakeholders to test the veracity of 
the content. Hence the first group to receive the messages, was pre-identified ECD 
and language experts that could give direct feedback to the technical team and the 
content developers. Correcting mistakes, suggestions, or changes, could easily be 
made before the next wave of messages was sent. The second wave of messages 
was sent to the mothers, and again, we could take note of the feedback obtained. The 
feedback obtained from the mothers via the home visits was used to improve the 
message design. The message delivery at a broader scale was only undertaken in the 
third and fourth wave of message delivery. 
3.6 The mother participants in the ‘treatment’ group of ChildConnect  
The bigger pilot reached 899 caregivers; 735 mothers were identified collected from 
this database MomConnect and 164 of the 735 invited secondary caregivers who were 
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randomly assigned to control and treatment groups (Mostert, Roberts, & Plaatjies, 
2019a). The treatment group received all three messages per week and four surveys 
over a period of 6 months while the control group received ‘reply’ messages every 
second week including the 4 surveys spread over 6 months (Mostert et al., 2019a). 
The 12 mothers and their secondary caregivers were all part of the treatment group, 
and the engagement as co-designers preceded the implementation of the bigger pilot 
study.  
3.7 Data collection 
 
3.7.1 ChildConnect data as background 
The voluminous data from documents and notes form the ChildConnect project were 
coded according to the different roleplayers within the project  for example, the funder 
code was F1, the code for the technical developers was T2, the content developers 
were C3, and the monitoring and evaluation team was M4. The mothers were coded 





Figure 3.3: Industry role-players and decision-makers 
 
The first part of the qualitative research process comprised document analysis, which 
Bowen (2009) described as follows  
Document analysis is part of qualitative social research and includes a 
combination of methodologies in the study of the phenomenon, and 
…documents are interpreted by the researcher to give voice and meaning around 
an assessment topic [and] evaluating documents in such a way that empirical 
knowledge is produced, and understanding is developed (Bowen, 2009 p.245-
286).  
A document that I included in the study was the South African National Curriculum 
Framework (NCF birth to four), which aims “help every child to develop knowledge, 
skills, attitudes and behaviors for life, learning, schooling and to work” (Department of 
Basic Education, 2015, p.2). Table 3.3 indicates the target group for which this piece 
of legislation is for, as well as the learning development areas, and themes.  
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Table 3.2:  The NCF birth to four framework 
The South African National Curriculum Framework for children from Birth to Four 
Who the document is for  Learning development areas  Themes  
Parents 
Caregivers 
ECD Practitioners in ECD 
facilities 
Family and community 




Children need secure connections 
with adults 
Identity and Belonging Children are competent people 
Communication 
Children’s learning and 
development is important 
Exploring mathematics 
Setting-up opportunities for 
children to explore 
Creativity 
Adults asking questions about the 
children’s activities 
Knowledge and understanding 
of the world 
Children are provided with 
opportunities to explore and learn 
from their surroundings 
The NCF birth to four curriculum framework was used as an organising framework for 
the content pillars and the focus of the SMS-tech messages.  
Virtual meetings took place on Google hangouts as illustrated in Figure 3.4. Decisions 
and agenda points were mainly captured on an Excel spreadsheet, shared during 
face-to-face and virtual meetings. The virtual records were always available as 
different role-players moved in or out of the project, depending on the agenda issues 
discussed. These meetings generated several documents, including contractual 
agreements, minutes of meetings, records of WhatsApp discussions, and email 
conversations and contributed to the gatekeeping and gatewatching relationships as 
illustrated in Table 3.3 
Table 3.3:  Archived project documentation 




12 meetings  Industry minutes of the 
X12 meetings 
Once per 
month 12 X 1 
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issue and urgency 
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Source of Data  What  Evidence  Frequency  References  
different signatories 





Mainly used as a 
notification or an 
alert to an issue 
Download evidence into 
emails 
Depend on an 












29 weeks, one 
meeting per week 
for about one to two 
hours depends on 
the discussion of 
the messages  
No minutes were taken; 
however, the main 
decisions or any 
reference points for the 
Industry meetings were 
captured. An excel 
spreadsheet document 
was created on google 
drive to capture the 
decisions made during 
these discussions. I kept 
clear records of the 
meetings 
4/5 per month 















Sharing home visit 
information.  
 
Notices about the 
messages  
 
WhatsApp group to 
share information and 
evidence of the visits 
including sharing photos 










The data from these documents have not been drawn on explicitly for this thesis but 
formed part of the archived project documentation. The PAR process and messages 
that focussed on the mothers resulted in an SMS-tech curriculum that could be used 
as a communication intervention strategy. The search for assessing the SMS 
technology curriculum against a framework resulted in the following assessment tools 
used in Africa and specifically in South Africa. 
3.8 Data collection tools and analytical approach for the study 
At the beginning of the ChildConnect project, various documents were consulted and 
analysed, especially documents that dealt with early developments, parenting 
programmes, early childhood development law and policy documents or statements 
and curriculum and assessment frameworks used in South Africa and Africa. I used 
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what I had learned from these documents to my thesis study. The development of 
each of the four interview instruments (Annexure: 2,3, 4, 5) happened before every 
visit. The first interview instrument included the consent form that was signed by the 
mothers (Annexure 1). To obtain voluntary and informed consent from the targeted 
participants a two-step process was followed.. Firstly, when setting up the interviews, 
I explained the purpose of the research, what participation entailed and asked whether 
the mother was willing to take part in the study. Secondly, when I met the mothers or 
caregivers in their homes, I again spent time discussing the purpose of the research, 
what was expected from the participant and how the data would be used, and that the 
participant was able to withdraw from the research at any point in time.  
The home visit instrument for visit two, three and four was based on the outcomes of 
the previous visits and the schedule for message delivery. Each of the interviews was 
recorded during the four home visits to each mother. The interviews were conducted 
in their home language and in the case of the Afrikaans and IsiXhosa interviews; 
responses were translated into English sentence by sentence. During each home visit, 
photos were taken of the environments of the mother and child and during visit two, 
three and four videos were recorded. The photos and video recordings were part of 
the consent given by mothers with the understanding that we won’t record their faces. 
After each visit, a report about each mother was compiled and the collective finding 
was presented as part of the industry reports.  
3.8.1 Interview instruments for, and in the field 
Interviews can be described as a reciprocal relationship during the interaction of the 
participant and researcher, and this interaction will shape the form and features of the 
data generated (Ritchie et al., 2014 p.180). The approach of the relationship needs to 
be non-hierarchical and collaborative in the interest of empowerment through 
‘responsive interviewing’ (Ritchie et al., 2014 p.180 - 1810. The semi-structured 
interviews were conducted in the homes (the research site) and in the home language 
(English, Afrikaans or isiXhosa) of the mothers. For the isiXhosa homes, I was 
accompanied by an isiXhosa speaking research assistant. 
All the interview instruments were created in English and then translated into Afrikaans 
and isiXhosa. I am bilingual in English and Afrikaans, with my home language being 
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Afrikaans. I was therefore confident about the equivalence of the instruments in 
English and Afrikaans. However, I am not fluent in isiXhosa as such my isiXhosa 
research assistant translated the English interviews instrument into isiXhosa. The 
isiXhosa version was then back translated into English by a qualified isiXhosa 
translator. Differences in interpretation were a discussion by me and both isiXhosa 
speakers to resolve differences and clarify intended meanings. The format of the semi-
structured interview instrument was divided into three parts, namely (i) about you and 
your baby; (ii) current knowledge; and (iii) current practice and behaviour. The same 
kinds of questions were asked during all four visits.  
Yin, (2011), indicates that the protocol for a qualitative study has four features: (i) must 
have research questions that are central to the topic being studied; (ii) appropriate use 
of research tools and processes that encourages a fairer inquiry; (iii) questions that 
assis the researcher to strive for converging and triangulating evidence; and (iv) the 
possibility of discovering new insights during data collection (pp.124-125). The semi-
structured instruments, namely the interview questionnaires, are available in 
Annexures 2, 3, 4 and 5, and include consent from each participant to record the 
interviews and to take photos and videos of their environments as illustrated in Table 
3.5. All the interviews took place in the preferred language of the mothers. I treated 
my engagement with each mother as a bounded case, and for this reason draw on Yin 
(2011) as a guide. 
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The instrument was a semi-structured interview guide, which I probed and adapted 
during interviews. Yin, 2011 warns that: 
when you are interviewing someone as one of these sources of evidence, note 
that the protocol’s questions do not represent any particular sequence of spoken 
questions, as would a questionnaire instrument (Yin, 2011, p.104). 
Herewith an example of a conversation between myself and a mother about money 
and work during the second home visit in order to illustrate Yin’s argument about 
questions during questionnaire interviews: 
Me: Tell me, did you get a job? 
Mother: Yes, I got a job. We signed a contract. We finished work last week, so I 
am back at home.  
Me: When did you start work? 
M: November? January? December? Not sure think in December just after 
Christmas 
Me: What time do you start? 
M: Started at 06:30 in the morning until 18:30 at night 
Me: And your baby? Who looks after her? 
M: She stayed with her grandmother during the day (her father’s mother) 
Me: You must have earned some money? 
M: Yes, it was ok. You do not see money every week when you work in packing4 
The work was not as regular, and the work was terrible in the last few weeks. The 
fruit takes long before it is ready to be picked, then we will stay at home for 2/3 
days. Friday's are back-pay then we get small amounts of money.  
The questions were aimed at attaining a budget for her child and household expenses. 
The conversation was about one question in the interview instrument and Yin, 2011 
confirms that: 
You will create the spoken questions as part of a more natural conversation with 
any given participant. Those spoken questions will reflect the questions in your 
protocol, but the actual wording and sequence of the spoken questions will be 
customized to the specific interview situation (p.104). 
The relationship between myself as participatory researcher, the mother, and 
secondary caregiver was as mutual and contributory participants. This was 
established from the first interview.  
                                            
4. The conversation describes the story of a seasonal worker. The packing refers to the packing of fruit into boxes 
and containers for transporting. 
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A schedule of four home visits to the mother over a period of one year was agreed 
upon. The following data were collected from the mothers before the messages were 
sent: home visit 1: consent forms, recorded interview, observation notes strengthen 
by photos (before messages were sent); home visit 2: recorded interview and 
observation of mother-child-interaction strengthen by a video recording of the mother 
interacting with child (before messages were sent). The activities recorded included 
one of the following activities: bathing, dressing, or feeding time. To describe who the 
receivers of the messages where I drew primarily on the data collected from the first 
two home visits. 
3.8.2 Home visits 1 and 2 
For home visit 1, mothers and caregivers agreed to participate in the study and were 
made aware that their participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw from 
the research at any time. The interviews were all recorded on a mobile phone and later 
saved on iCloud for safekeeping. The first home visit questionnaire focussed on six 
different matters: (i) the mother/caregiver; (ii) the baby; (iii) family and home life; (iv) 
home language; (v) mobile phones; and (vi) examples of messages. Here I give the 
examples of the kind of questions that were asked during the first home visits. Similar 
questions were repeated during all four visits and gave mothers opportunities to 
update their details continuously.  
The first part of the questionnaire was about the mother/caregiver and included 
questions about her age; last study or school attended; work or unemployed; where 
she gave birth; if she received the MomConnect messages; if the child changed her 
lifestyle; and how her day started (daily routine). The second part was about the baby 
and pertained to questions about his/her age, and what she struggled with about the 
child and as a mother. The next questions were whether it was a planned the baby; 
how much time she spent with the child; if she read to her child; who gave her advice 
about the child; and the kind of information that she was mostly interested and 
pertained the following two questions: 
x Are you interested in how your child develops and grows? If Yes is there 
anything specific that you are interested in? 
x Which information about your child would be of interest to you: 
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o Games to play with your child 
o How your child’s brain is developing 
o Milestones 
o Health information 
o Recipe ideas for babies/toddlers 
o Average schedule per age 
o Understanding the world from your child’s perspective 
o Support/motivational messages for you as the mom 
o Anything else 
The third part of the questionnaire was about the family and their home life. It focused 
on how many people lived in the house; how many were employed; who was helping 
with the baby; questions about the father; how much money she spent on the child; 
and where she prepared the child's food. The next set of questions was about home 
language: the mother's home language; whom she spoke to and in what language; 
the language in which she shared her problems; the language she spoke to the child; 
and if the child learnt or heard other languages.  
The section about mobile phones was about whether the mother owned a mobile 
phone or have access to one; what she used the mobile phone for; and how much 
airtime or data she buys per week or month. 
The last part of the questionnaire gave examples and asked what the 
mothers/caregivers thought of messages that were motivational, informative, action, 
burst, asked questions, gave an opinion, and provided responses to questions. The 
messages were presented to mothers with a picture of a hand holding a mobile phone 
with the different examples of messages and every time they were asked what they 
think about this kind of messages see Figure 3.5. Three different options were first 
presented as a Monday, Wednesday and Friday message.  
Monday message:  
Looking after a small child is tough. You may be tired, work long hours or feel 
overwhelmed. But every moment you play with your child teaches them 
something. 
Wednesday message: Example of a message that they can reply to: 
Did you know? Even before babies can talk, they show you what they are 




Today at breakfast, listen and TALK to your child in your home language. Try to 
TALK about the smell, colour and type of food 
 
Figure 3.4: Picture of sample messages 
The mothers were then probed to give more ideas about the kind of messages they 
would like to receive by asking: 
x What do you think about being able to choose to get more information? 
x Can you think of things that you would think will be very useful to find out more 
information about? 
x What do you think about being able to choose to get more information? 
x Can you think of things that you would think will be very useful to find out more 
information about? 
Questions about the messages also included how many messages per week and at 
what time of the day she would like to receive the messages. All the responses were 
transcribed, and the findings were presented in a report with recommendations that 
were given to all the industry role-players. For the sake of maintaining confidentiality, 
the briefing documents were not attached to the study as annexures, however, some 
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The second round of home visits gathered data about the home circumstances and 
community of adults who surrounded the child. When I set up the date for the visits, I 
asked the mothers and caregivers to choose an activity that they wanted to do with 
their children that could be video recorded. The purpose was to get an idea of how 
mothers and caregivers interacted with their child. 
During the second visit, I asked mothers and caregivers about their circumstances, 
based on responses from the previous interviews. The mothers could also use this 
opportunity to add or change any of their previous responses. The outline of the 
second home visit instrument included the same sections as reflected in-home visit 1 
instrument; which gave mothers the opportunity to update their details: (i) about the 
mother; (ii) about the baby; (iii) about the family and home; (iv) home language; (v) 
about the mobile phone they accessed. I also confirmed their mobile phone numbers 
to add to the database. I introduced the registration messages, baseline questions, 
some of the messages, the format of the messages, and some baseline information 
about parenting knowledge and responses to structured tasks for parent-child 
interactions. One of the questions also asked mothers if they want to receive 
messages about how to draw up a budget and another question asked them if they 
have access to a: health clinic, SASSA office, library, legal services, career or labour 
office and skills centre within their communities.  
The questionnaire also included questions related to the baseline and the first mid-line 
survey that was sent to the treatment and control group of the ChildConnect 
respondents. The purpose of the questions was to test the knowledge of mothers with 
regard to child development practices before the messages were sent.  
The survey instruments were first introduced to the mothers in my study in order to get 
their feedback and response about any possible changes before it was sent to the 
bigger pilot group. All the responses of the mothers were transcribed, where necessary 
translated into English, analysed and put into a report with recommendations to the 
industry role-players. 
3.8.3 Observation: Multi-media recording tools 
During each of the home visits to the mothers, I took photographs to help enhance the 
observation notes, as “photographs can be powerful resources for portraying what 
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cannot be articulated linguistically” (Eisner, 2007). The merging of photos confirmed 
and helped to strengthen the descriptions and observations during the collection and 
analysis of data (Cole & Knowles, 2007). The photos also showed the differences 
between the changes in the context and environment of the child and the caregiver 
(Meister et al., 2014). Brushwood Rose (2013) suggested that the following questions 
be asked using visuals: (i) How are images meant to be read?; (ii) What does the 
visual do that the verbal or written cannot?; (iii) What is the relationship between voice 
and image?; and (iv) How should we interpret the visual stories? In this case, the 
questions could be answered as follows: When reading the images on its own, it would 
not be possible to connect a complete story, but when adding text to visuals it would 
bring the visuals to life. When adding direct quotes from the voices of the mothers, it 
allowed the reader to connect the observation notes of the researcher, the visuals 
(photo) and the voices of the mothers, which would augment the understanding. 
Daniels (2006) refer to the powerful impressions of pictures as “an image can convey 
expression in a way that makes visible the invisible” (p.9). 
All the photos and videos were taken with my mobile phone. The photos and videos 
were all downloaded on Google photos and iCloud for safekeeping. The photos were 
categorised according to themes from the child’s perspective: (i) where I sleep; (ii) 
where I bath; (iii) where my food is prepared; (iv) where I eat; (v) where I play inside; 
(vi) where I play outside; (vii) my mother’s mobile phone; and (viii) my Road to Health 
card (clinic card). I kept a journal of observation notes that were developed after each 
home visit. Table 3.6 shows samples of observation notes during home visits 2 and 4 
and shows how the notes and the videos strengthened the written word.  
 
Table 3.5:  Example of observation notes without pictures 
Pre-observation 
(guide) 
Visit 2 response  
Bathing and getting dressed 
Visit 4 response  
Bathing and getting dressed 
How it started 
(was it 
responding to the 
child or 
something started 
by the mother?) 
Started by the mother without much 
talking 
Introduced by the mother in a very 





Visit 2 response  
Bathing and getting dressed 
Visit 4 response  
Bathing and getting dressed 
What the mother 
does  
The mother undresses the child in 
the bedroom, puts water in the bath 
(in the bathroom) put the child into 
the bath and walk out. 
 
 
The mother talks to the child while 
undressing him in the bathroom. Puts 
water in the bath, put the child in bath 
water and while bathing talking to the 
child all the time. The mother is very 
relaxed, and the child is responding with 
smiles and laughter. 
What the child 
does 
The child was relaxed, respond non-
verbally to mother with smiles during 
bathing. He was not happy when his 
mother took him out of the bath and 
started to cry. 
The child listens and responds to the 
mother while she is talking and playing 
with him. When he started to cry when his 
mom took him out of the bath, she very 
quickly diverts his attention to something 
else. He stops crying almost immediately. 
How the session 
ends (concludes) 
In the end, she said now you done, 
pick him up, made sounds that he 
joyfully repeats. The child initiates 
the next interaction by saying nose 
and point to his nose… 
She picked him up, made sounds that he 
joyfully repeats. The child initiates the 
next interaction by saying nose and point 
to his nose… 
The session ends with hugs and kisses, 
and she tells him: love you, and he 
responds: love you 
Any 
key/interesting 
questions that the 
mother asks 
The mother asks no questions. She 
is focused on getting the job done: 
to show me how she baths her child. 
She asks him where his eyes are – she 
told me that you only need to talk to your 
child – and that is the most important 





actions from the 
child 
She uses words more than 
sentences, like lift (touch the arm) sit 
(show with the finger where) up (lift 
the child from a sitting position) 
The child repeats the words as the 
mother touches the different facial parts. 
His face shows that he cannot wait for his 
mom to touch the next so that he can 
respond with ear, nose, eyes, etc. 





Mother left the baby alone in the 
bath 
She talks to him about his different body 
parts and make-up rhymes on what the 
body parts do. She watched her baby all 
the time. 
 
Table 3.7 provides an example of a photo taken during a home visit. It served to 
support observation notes and how a photo can strengthen the observation notes. The 
merging of notes and photos confirmed and helped to strengthen the descriptions and 
observations during the 64 home visits, in other words, "how representation and 
inquiry process is unified" (Cole & Knowles, 2007). 
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Table 3.6:  Example of photo to support observation notes 
 
Photo Observation notes using photos 
 
 
In the kitchen were three different cupboards. The one 
was a display cupboard with bowls, mugs, and a few 
glasses. The second cupboard bottom door was gone, 
and I could see the potato bag. The third cupboard was 
blue, with one door and a purple cloth on top. On the 
other side of the wall was a bed with a grey blanket. 
The cement floor was visibly clean with a broom in the 
one corner and the dirt behind it. The mother was 
friendly and invited me to come in and sit on the bed. 
The photos added a richness to the data about each case-study mother, her child and 
environment, which could not be obtained with text (Meister, Hug, & Friesen, 2014). 
For example, the picture stories that appear in Table 3.8 illustrates the economic 
circumstances of mothers/caregivers. The photos were taken at four different houses 
during the first visit: 
x Photo 1: The view inside the house during the interview, with the child in a 
walking-ring and the mother opposite her. 
x Photo 2: A photo of the bedroom side cupboard where the baby’s clothes are 
kept. 
x Photo 3: A view of the house and the yard from the street. 
x Photo 4: Three mothers share one bucket to wash clothes. The bucket is 








Inside the house 
Photo 2 
In the bedroom  
Photo 3 
In the kitchen 
Photo 4 
Outside where they do 
the washing  
    
The photos and videos as evidence led to new discoveries.  
One of the crucial virtues of qualitative studies is the possibility of discovering new 
insights during data collection. The use of a research protocol should not inhibit 
the discovery process. Although the protocol's questions came from the original 
topics and questions posed by a study, one also need to maintain an open mind 
during the data collection process (Yin, 2011, p 104). 
I took photos and video clips during the 2nd and 4th visits and video clips during the 2nd 
and the 4th visits to gather an understanding of the mothers’ interactions with their 
children. The video footage helped to describe the extent to which the following five 
steps were observable during the mother-child-interactions: 
x Look  ̶, how did the mother look at the child, and how did she react? 
x Copy ˗̶ what did the child do and how did the mother react? 
x Talk  ̶ ̶what language did the mother use and how much talking happened? 
x Take turns  ̶ how did the mother respond to the child? 
x Ask   ̶ did the mother and/or caregiver ask the child questions during their 
interaction?  
3.8.4 Developing narrative accounts 
After analysing the audio recording transcripts, observation notes, photos and videos, 
I found that all the mothers had a story to tell. The mothers, as the characters within 
each story, shared their experiences through their actions and endeavours. The 
decision of narrating the stories of the mothers in a chronological sequence using a 
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multi-media approach was because of the volume of auditory and visual evidence 
collected over a year. Alexander (2017, p.4) suggests that “data are cold, and stories 
are warm; data lack intrinsic meaning while stories are all about meaning”. Narrative 
theorists study how stories help people make sense of the world and how people make 
sense of stories (Sandelowski, 1991). The narrative structure is about content, the way 
the story is told, or the format used to tell the story. Through structural theory, a 
narrative text is understood as 'what is told' (story) and 'how it is told' (discourse) 
(Chatman, 1978). Figure 3.5 illustrates Chatman’s (1978 p.26) representation of the 
elements of narrative theory which informs the content and expression through the 
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A narrative communication can be described as a discourse where there are a sender 
and receiver. The sender can be the real author, implied author or/and narrator (if any), 
and the receiver, who can be the real audience (listener, reader or viewer), the implied 
audience, or the narratee (Chatman, 1978 p.31) responds with an interpretation. 
Narratives can be visually or auditory or both, resulting in non-verbal narratives or 
written text. The narrative discourse of how the story is told depends on who speaks 
and who tells the story.  
Stories involve place, time, characters and space and the focus of the discourse is on 
the narrator depending on who is telling the story, who speaks and how the story is 
portrayed (Alexander, 2017; Chatman, 1978). Stories consist of events and existents. 
Events happen for a reason. Hence events are consequents of what happened before, 
also referred to as plot during storytelling. Existents, on the other hand, refer to what 
can be seen, heard and felt (Alexander, 2017). Stories can also have single or multiple 
plots, and at times there is the main plot with sub-plots, but plots cannot happen 
without characters, as characters developed through plots. 
The narrative theory further suggests that all narratives follow a three-part structure, 
namely a beginning, a middle, and an end. The three-part structure begins with 
"equilibrium, where everything is balanced, secondly, something comes along to 
disrupt that equilibrium, and finally reach a resolution, when equilibrium is restored" 
(Todorov & Weinstein, 1969). Equilibrium, according to Todorov and Weinstein (1969), 
is understood to be "similar and different", the meaning is "separated by a period of 
imbalance," which is "composed of a process of degeneration and a process of 
improvement" (Todorov & Weinstein, 1969).  
I created storyboards for each mother. Storyboards are mainly used by film directors 
during the film production process to help with trying out different scenes and ideas to 
ordering camera shots, as a pre-visualisation technique (Walker et al., 2015). I used 
the storyboard technique to narrate the story by organising the information answering 
questions who, what, when, where, why, and how it happened. The creating of 
storyboards made it possible for me and users of the technology, to lay out events and 
stories in a graphical way. Storyboards also enabled interaction with the user and to 
explore different visual scenarios. The ‘hypothesis’ for my study was that visual 
storyboarding techniques could be used to help explain and present events.  Walker 
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et al., (2015, p.2 ) propose that storyboard can and can allow analysts to explore 
different trending themes and to understand events as they unfold (). 
The visualisation technique allowed me to organise the responses of the mothers and 
the photos and videos within a chronological sequence of events. I used the pictures 
to strengthen the mothers’ voices through quotes which created a multi-media layout, 
resulting in a magazine look and feel. 
As the narrator of the mothers’ milieus, I needed to be discreet by not revealing their 
identities and therefore, created a template which resulted in twelve vignettes. The 
vignettes were then created by the mothers, giving them opportunity to describe and 
comment on their own ‘character’ in the story and their existence in their home 
language (Meister, Hug, & Friesen, 2014). Each of the vignettes resulted in a creation 
that represented the atmosphere, character, more than one plotline, and symbolic 
spaces of the mothers' milieu (Alexander, 2017; Chatman, 1978). This analysis of the 
different data sets produced a thick description and detailed account (Yin, 2011) of the 
sms message production- and reception processes 
The timeline of the messages was divided into three iterations during 2017 and 
organised within the timeline of the home visits (which resulted in the production and 
reception processes), as illustrated in Figure 3.6. However, the analysis of the result 
was not a linear, chronological process in the way the home visits and the SMS-tech 
curriculum results formed a logical order.  
 
Before messages were sent
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Learning outcomes
During the time messages 
were sent
Homevisit 3
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Figure 3.6: Production and reception process: Timeline of the home 
visits and the message development  
3.8.5 Home visits 3 and 4 
We conducted home visits 3 and 4 after the mothers had started to receive the 
messages. Home visit 3 involved completion of the template for the vignette and 
observation notes with accompanying photos (during the time the messages were 
sent). Home visit 4 involved recording interviews and observations of mother-child-
interactions, complemented  by a video recording of the mothers interacting with their 
children (after all messages had been sent). Mothers were asked to perform the same 
activity as recorded during visit 2. All the visits started with informal conversations and 
I tried to make sure that the questions were asked in a manner that made mothers and 
caregivers feel comfortable to answer. 
The theme of the third home visit was about the messages and the responses of the 
mothers and caregivers to the messages. The interview guide was divided into three 
sections. The first section focused on information that allowed me to check-in with the 
mother, confirmed information collected previously, noted any changes in the mother's 
home environment, employment situation, the baby/child, family, and community 
circle. The second section focused on the messages. At this stage, the mother has 
already received the first set of messages, and these questions made it possible for 
me to discuss the messages with her and how she received them and whether she 
acted upon them (or ignored them).  
We asked three kinds of questions: Firstly, please show me what do the ChildConnect 
messages look like on your mobile phone? Secondly, when you get a ChildConnect 
message, what do you do? Tell me exactly what happens: Your read the message 
straight away / you ignore it and read later? Thirdly, do you delete/keep your 
ChildConnect messages?  (iii) You read the message: Just once/ twice/ a few times/ 
lots of time? You re-read old messages? 
The other purpose of the questions was to get feedback about the experience of 
messages (perceptions of knowledge, behaviour and value) and any technical 
difficulties that the participants may have encountered. Mothers responses were also 
video recorded to see if they knew where to find the messages on their mobile phone, 
Table 3.8 gives an example of the messages on the mobile pone of the mothers. 
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Table 3.8:  Pictures of messages on mothers mobile phones 
Pictures on mothers mobile phone 
   
 
 
The third section of the questionnaire explored the tone of the messages, which 
affected the next design cycle. Most of the questions were linked to the learning 
outcomes of the messages (Chapter 5). The last part of the questionnaire 
concentrated on the tone of the messages. Each participant was given the opportunity 
to read the messages and select their preferences of tone, namely a direct message 
with specific direction/instruction, a benefit to self (e.g. airtime), or social proof. They 
also had the option to explain why they chose a specific tone of the message (Table 
3.10). We explained to the mothers that we were interested in how the messages 
sounded to them. The mothers had the opportunity to read the two versions of the 
messages and choose the version they preferred and give feedback. I was not allowed 
to interfere, so, for this task, the mothers wrote their responses, and in some cases, 
mothers preferred their responses to be recorded. In particular, we checked whether 
they preferred a more direct tone with explicit direction/instruction or a message that 
appealed to benefit to self or a message that appealed to social proof. 
 
Table 3.9:  Questions asked about the tone of messages 
No. Option A Option B 
1 Your child is growing quickly and 
wants to walk, play, and talk. Enjoy 
every new discovery your child makes. 
Share your child's new discoveries 
with someone. 
Your child is growing quickly and wants to walk, play, and 
talk. Enjoy every new discovery your child makes - and 
tell someone else about it too. 
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No. Option A Option B 
2 Exercise is good for your body and 
your mind. Find the time to go for a 
walk at least twice per week. A healthy 
parent makes a healthy family. 
Exercise is good for your body and your mind. Go for a 
walk at least twice per week. A healthy parent makes a 
healthy family. 
3 Walk with your child to the nearest 
library. Find out if they have reading 
times or special activities for young 
children. Join the library. Read to your 
child. 
Walk with your child to the nearest library. Do they have 
reading times or special activities for young children? 
Join the library. Read to your child. 
4 Today at breakfast, listen and TALK to 
your child in your home language.  
It will help you and your child if you listen and TALK to 
your child in your home language during breakfast.  
5 Many parents help their babies learn at 
breakfast by LOOKING at what their 
child is looking at.  
Today at breakfast, LOOK at what your child is looking 
at.  
The responses from the carers were transcribed, translated and put into a report with 
recommendations going forward, and the results are presented and discussed in 
Chapter 5.  
For the fourth home visit, the interview guide was divided into four sections. The first 
part focused on background and validation that allowed me to check in with the mother, 
confirmed information collected previously, and noted any changes in the mother's 
home environment, employment situation, and family/community circle. I also 
confirmed with the mother and/or caregiver that this was the last visit. Section two was 
asking mothers to give feedback about the messages. Section three asked the same 
questions that were asked at the beginning about the learning outcomes. During the 
last part of the interview I took videos of the interaction between the mothers or 
caregivers and children, without any interruption. The following questions were also 
asked about the messages: (i) What and when did you receive your last message? (ii) 
Do you miss the messages? (iii) What did you like about the messages? (iii) What 
didn’t you like about the messages? (iv) Would you recommend the message to 
another parent with a young child? Why? (v) Do you think caregivers who look after 
young children will sign-up for the messages, even if there were no airtime rewards? 
(vi) Any suggestions on the way forward with regard to the messages? The data 
inventory for the four home visits as discussed earlier are summarised in Table 3.10. 
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Photos were taken 
during each visit of 
the home 
environment inside 
and outside the 
house 
During the 2nd and 4th home 
visit, videos were taken of 
interactions between mother 
and or caregiver and child. The 
activities included one of 
Activities: bathing, dressing or 
feeding time  
3.8.6 Assessment instruments for measuring parent-child-interactions 
To be able to reflect on the SMS-tech curriculum after its design was complete, I 
wanted to make use of an established assessment tool. Such assessment instruments 
are essential when assessing children's development, children’s developmental 
needs, language development, milestone achievements, psychological measurement, 
and neuropsychological disorders. I considered numerous options for ECD 
assessment tools in this regard. 
The following examples summarise the types of assessment instruments used in 
Africa, and specifically in South Africa, that can be applied to assess early childhood 
development programmes and ECD centres (Fernald, Prado, & Abbie, 2017). 
1. The Kilifi Development Inventory (KDI) programme was developed in Kenya. 
It is a psychological measurement tool to assess the cognitive development 
of African children growing up in vulnerable and difficult circumstances. The 
KDI evaluate programmes aimed at improving the health and development of 
infants and young children, mainly done on a one-on-one basis (Fernald, 
Prado, Kariger, & Raikes, 2017). 
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2. National Early Learning and Development Standards (NELDS) monitors 
cognitive, language and emotional development of children between the ages 
6-35 months old (Ebrahim, 2014; Mathe, 2011). The monitoring of cognitive, 
language and emotional development happens when children are in an ECD 
centre and does not involve the parents or families of children. 
3. ASENZE determines how children with neuropsychological disorders are able 
to function cognitively and socially (Fernald, Prado, & Abbie, 2017). 
4. Guide for Monitoring Child Development (GMCD) involves the services of a 
provider, asking the caregiver open-ended questions about the child's 
development. For example: How does she let you know she wants something? 
OR Tell me examples of what she can understand, when you talk to her? From 
the replies, the provider selects which standardised pre-coded milestones the 
child attained (Ertem, 2017). 
5. Parents Evaluation of Developmental Status (PEDS) assesses the 
developmental needs of children from birth to 7 years in order to detect 
behavioural and emotional problems (“Research projects that have used 
parents’ evaluation of developmental status (PEDS)”, 2012) 
6. Home Observation for the Measure of the Environment (H.O.M.E) is used in 
Kwa-Zulu Natal ECD Centres. These tools measure ECD outcomes through 
an assessment of the quality of the learning environment in the home and for 
site-based early childhood programmes. 
7. Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-Revised (ECERS-R) is used to 
assess ECD centres in Kwa-Zulu Natal. These tools measure the quality of 
the learning environment in the home and for site-based early childhood 
programmes, respectively (Fernald, Prado, & Abbie, 2017). 
However, none of these above assessment and evaluation tools was applicable or 
adaptable for the purposes of the research, as the research did not focus on assessing 
children’s developmental needs, language development, milestone achievements, 
psychological measurement, or neuropsychological disorders. I needed an 
assessment tool which focused on the development and impact of a parenting and 
family intervention programme and the possible change of parent-child-interaction. I 
needed a tool to help me to understand better how to observe parent and child 
interactions to be able to assess the effectiveness of the SMS-tech curriculum. 
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The Early Head Start monitoring and evaluation programme designed an observation 
tool for parents and families living in LMI households in the United States and Turkey, 
called the Parenting Interactions with Children: Checklist of Observations Linked to 
Outcomes (PICCOLO) (Roggman et al., 2013). PICCOLO focused on social, cognitive 
and language capabilities of the developing child. The social development of a child is 
about the security, self-regulation, and positive social interaction between parent-
child-interaction. Cognitive development focused on exploration, problem solving and 
reasoning that promotes the development of the child. The language development of 
the child is about communication, vocabulary, and reasoning. The three capabilities 
were then divided into four domains: affection, responsiveness, encouragement, and 
teaching. The four domains were broken down into a 29 observable developmentally 
supportive parent behaviour checklist. I selected PICCOLO as the assessment tool, 
which was relevant to the ECD parenting programme, and which had been 
independently developed from the ChildConnect pilot study. 
3.8.7 What was learnt when reflecting on the co-design process and product?  
Design with the user: here I used the five guidelines as part of the ‘design-with-the-
user’ principle to reflect if the co-design journey of the SMS-tech curriculum was well-
received (Seebregts et al. 2016). Reflecting on mothers’ learning: here I first analysed 
different assessment instruments used in Africa, and specifically in South Africa, to 
assess early childhood development, ECD programs and ECD centres (Fernald, 
Prado, & Abbie, 2017). I then found Parenting Interactions with Children: Checklist of 
Observations Linked to Outcomes (PICCOLO) and analysed the framework against 
the first 8-week messages of the SMS-tech curriculum (Roggman et al., 2013). 
PICCOLO was specifically designed by practitioners who work with parents to support 
their children’s development. Monitoring access through a two-way communications 
strategy – here I reflected on the data collected from feedback from the mothers and 
the bigger group.  
Secondly, I reflected critically on the product (the SMS-tech curriculum) of the co-
design journey. I did this by discussing the SMS-tech curriculum against the checklist 
of the Parenting Interactions with Children: Checklist of Observations Linked to 
Outcomes (PICCOLO) (see Chapter 6). I selected PICCOLO as the comparative 
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assessment tool, which was relevant to the ECD parenting programme, and which had 
been independently developed from the ChildConnect pilot study. 
This meant I had established a triangulation of data sources which strengthened the 
validity of the claims of the study, along with its overall trustworthiness as a research 
endeavour.  
3.9 Trustworthiness, replicability, and credibility  
Data analysis and findings continuously raise the question of truthfulness, novelty, and 
reliability. After Guba and Lincoln (1982) introduced terminology for qualitative 
research robustness, various terms have replaced the Western science concepts of 
validity and reliability (Lincoln & Guba, 1986; Schwandt, Lincoln, & Guba, 2007). They 
‘replaced’ terms such as validity and reliability with naturalistic inquiry terms such as 
credibility, replicability and overall trustworthiness, for credible research that has 
evidential warrant for data collection and analysis (Henning, Van Rensburg & Smit, 
2004). Some authors refer to ‘truthfulness’, which is defined as replicability (Guba 7 
Lincoln, 1982), using these dependable findings within other research contexts 
(Korstjens & Moser, 2018, p.121). The research tools need to be reliable and the 
findings need to be trustworthy, based on evidence (Korstjens & Moser, 2018, p.121). 
According to Babbie (1983, p.10-16. Human errors may easily occur through 
inaccurate observation, over-generalisation, selective observation, deduced 
information, illogical reasoning, ego-involvement and premature closing of the inquiry.  
In this study, all interviews were recorded during home visits. The observation notes 
included the taking of photographs and video recordings that strengthened the 
observations. Babbie (1983) suggests that because scientific observation is a 
conscious activity and at times when conducting a human inquiry, researchers make 
errors. The three errors are (i) inaccurate observations; (ii) over=generalisation; and 
(iii) selective observation. In order to minimise any possible errors or inaccurate 
observations, all interviews were conducted in the home language of the respondent, 
supported by audio recordings, and observation notes strengthened by photos and 
videos.  
With regard to inaccurate observation, audio recordings, photos and video evidence 
reinforced the observation notes and transcription of interviews and reduced the 
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possible margin of error during observations. Evidence to support the conclusions 
were recorded in the data findings chapter. 
Over-generalisation happens when a sample is too small. Four mothers from a specific 
community who spoke a specific language and who cared for children in the second 
year of their lives were selected to be part of the study. There was no intention to 
generalise – rather, the purposive selection of a few cases for detailed qualitative 
evidence resulted in specificity and qualitative detail about the mothers. The data was 
valued and used to influence the ultimate design of the SMS-tech curriculum. The 
analysis of the data had to be done very carefully and involved various steps to avoid 
over-generalisation. Care was taken to draw on the evidence of observation notes, 
photos, and videos to help to minimise this risk.  
The third human error that can occur is selective observation and to avoid this, cross-
checks should be built into the research instrument to avoid incorrect inferences. In 
this study, the same kind of questions was repeated in the questionnaire with mothers 
to confirm with mothers their responses, thereby minimising the possibility of selective 
observation. After each visit, the data was transcribed and analysed along with hand-
written notes, photos, and video observations. From the first visit, I developed a profile 
of each mother. Barbie (1983) suggests that when scientific observations do not turn 
out as expected, researchers might want to explain why it did not turn out as 
anticipated. This demands from researchers to test the hypothesis on a broader 
spectrum by revisiting their data. I let the research instrument, guided by sub-
questions, to confirm the mothers’ responses. By analysing the data within a 
chronological timeline, the one set of evidence was followed by the next, and because 
the two-way relationship between the mothers I was based on collaboration and 
mutual discovery, each step influenced the next. By looking at the data and analysing 
it through various processes, further contributed to avoiding uninformed judgements.  
PAR iterative cycles helped to lessen reasoning that may be contra-logic or that may 
be contradicting the evidence.. The data collected during the various visits could be 
compared from the one visit to the next to establish consistency. This was supported 
by various data gathering modalities and also different analytical tools such as the 
sorting of documentation and by comparison of procedures and decision-making could 
be compared with previous responses about the kind of messages that were sent and 
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received. I tried to experience the (messy) PAR work as systematically and as 
objectively as possible heeding the warning that a researcher can become too close 
to the process at a personal level.  
Barbie (1983) warns that at times researchers become personally involved and they 
present to others their understandings of reality. In this study, some of the mothers’ 
circumstances were heart-wrenching and I found it necessary to stay focused on the 
research questions. I felt that the mothers were better able to endure their hardships 
when their voices were listened to. I tried to be aware of this predicament and limited 
any ego-involvement or projected understandings. Lastly, over-generalisation, 
selective observation, and illogical reasoning can cause the premature termination of 
the inquiry and can result in not grasping the extent of the research objective. All the 
data collection plans were followed as planned. Importantly, rigorous analysis of the 
data only happened after all the data was collected, documented, and sorted, and this 
took place one year after the data collection period. The time delay helped to create a 
distance between myself as a participant in the process, and my role as a more 
impartial researcher.  
3.10 Ethical clearance  
The study was registered at the University of Johannesburg, and the process for 
ethical clearance for research included the following: consent from mothers; ethical 
clearance from the University of Johannesburg (REC 2017-38); ethical clearance from 
the National Department of Health; and ethical clearance from the provincial 
departments. 
The decision-making processes and events involved the following parts had to be kept 
in mind: 
a) The database belonged to the government, but the technical partner managed 
the database. 
b) The government needed to permit access to the database. 
c) To get government permission to access the database, the university had to 
give ethical clearance for the study. 
97 
 
d) The university first gave an ethical clearance number, which was used 
alongside approval from the national government department before the 
provinces could be approached for permission to access their databases. 
e) The funder mainly focuses on ECD, chose the technical partner because of 
his access to a government database and a contract had to be signed between 
the funder and the technical partner.  
f) The funder was the intermediary between the government consultant official 
and the project. 
g) A consulting agency, which had a direct relationship with the university and 
specialised in monitoring and evaluation (M&E), acted as the monitoring and 
evaluation partner. A contract was signed between the M&E consultancy 
agency and the funder. 
h) The M&E consultancy agency was also the content development partner. The 
consultancy agency signed an agreement with the technical partner.  
The study followed the principles of voluntary informed consent, whereby each mother 
completed and signed the consent forms with the understanding that they could 
withdraw from the study at any time. The consent form was made available in the 
home language of the mothers. By giving consent during the first home visit enabled 
me to build a trust relationship with the mothers from the start, as suggested by Strauss 
and Corbin (1998), who stated that researchers doing qualitative research had to 
develop unambiguous characteristics, which developed over time, because each 
interaction in the field was different from another. I answered the mothers’ questions, 
read the form, and explained the content of the consent form and the pilot study to the 
participants. All of the participants who agreed telephonically to the home visits were 
willing to take part in the research. The mothers/caregivers also gave consent for audio 
recordings of interviews and the taking of photos and video recordings, with the 
understanding that their identity would be protected and that they would be referred to 
by pseudonyms or codes.  
The ethical clearance number from the university was sent to the DoH because the 
database extracted for the more significant sample contained MomConnect 
subscribers from all nine provinces. A letter from the DoH encouraged provincial 
participation and was drafted and circulated to all nine provincial departments of 
health. All nine provinces received submissions for research involvement via the DoH 
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research database. Five provinces agreed to participate in the sampling: Western 
Cape, North West, Northern Cape, Eastern Cape and Kwa-Zulu Natal. As a result, the 
mothers included in the study were drawn from MomConnect graduates in these five 
provinces. 
3.11 Summary of chapter 3  
This chapter elaborated on the overall research design and the methods of data 
collection to answer the research questions which focused on the mothers and the 
messages. It concentrated on the role the researcher played and the overall qualitative 
research design, using PAR to collect data through home visits, involving semi-
structured interviews, photos and videos. As the action researcher, I was the conduit 
between the industry role-players and ‘poor communities’ (the targeted) mothers. I 
was both a researcher and the lead writer of the messaging service. The study design 
gave mothers a chance to participate in the development of messages with regard to 
children in their second year of life, and as such, allowing for a ‘para-poor’ innovation. 
The first part of the data collection was intended to allow for a detailed description of 
the mothers. Visiting mothers twice before the messages were sent, once during the 
time messages was sent, and one after all the messages were sent, created 
opportunities to ask questions and to observe participants within their daily 
environments.  
The second part of the data collection focused on the messages and the mothers. The 
timeline of data collection included the processes before, during, and after messages 
were sent. The mothers influenced the kind of messages that were sent, and the 
messages impacted on the mothers' lives after they received the messages. The 
collection of data included document analysis, using software systems, various 
available assessment tools, used in ECD programmesin Africa.  
Being an adult educator communicating with the mothers on the one hand, and as a 
curriculum developer in the industry project, on the other hand, meant I had to 
transverse around a contested power relationship. The power relationship empowered 
the mothers’ voices to be heard as contributors and receivers of the messages. In this 
chapter, I have argued that PAR advocates power-sharing between the researcher 
and researched. I have emphasised the importance of paying careful attention to the 
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different power relationships. As researcher, the reflective cycle of PAR presented me 
with the opportunity to continuously plan, collect and analyse the data to determine 
the next action. Lastly, I discuss the SMS-tech curriculum against the Parenting 
Interactions with Children: Checklist of Observations Linked to Outcomes (PICCOLO) 
as part of the learnings from the product. 
The chapter concludes by explaining the ethical clearance that was followed. The next 





4 Chapter Four: Para-poor approach 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter focusses on the data analysis pertaining to the various research 
questions directed at the mothers’ participation in the thesis project. In my visits to 
their homes conducted interviews, using a semi-structured interview guide. The 
responses along with my observations during the visits contributed to the development 
of the content (and the style) of the messages. To record the observation, I used 
photographs and videos an made some brief fieldnotes. There were three time periods 
during which I collected date, namely before, during and after the SMS technology 
curriculum development process and the home visits to the mothers. The sequence 
was followed chronologically. (See Figure 4.1.). 
 
Figure 4.1: Chronology of data collection and analysis 
 
I address the question ‘who are the receivers of the messages’?  The analysis of the 
data collected during the first two visits showed how mothers experienced their 
environments and cared for their children.  
With the deductive lens of some theory, I also applied an inductive research 
approaches help me strengthen my role as participatory researcher, thinking how the 
sms messages can assis the mothers in their everyday life by viewing their 
experiences in a grounded way. (Yin, (2011, p.93-96) explains that deductive 
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reasoning moves from theory to test if an observation is true, whereas inductive 
reasoning, moves from observation to theory, also known as the bottom-up approach).  
For this analysis, I used both. I analysed the home visit data by following four distinct 
steps.  
In the first step, I applied deductive coding by populating a template which generated 
a short vignette about each mother. I tabulated the various characteristics of each 
mother in the vignettes to discuss some of their similarities and differences. This 
provided a high-level overview of who the mothers were. The method some limitations 
as the information I collected remained rigidly within predefined categories of the 
template. It was, therefore, necessary to deepen my analysis of the data. 
The second step was to use photographic evidence to offer a visual display of the 
mothers' home environments. All of the photographic documentation was filed 
thematically according to themes, which were used to create photographic displays 
from the children’s experiences of their home environments. Both step one and two 
omitted the mothers’ voices, or their expressions of concerns and reflections, on their 
parenting.  
The third step was to work inductively from the interview data and to generate codes, 
which were collapsed into categories, and with emerging themes across the categories 
in typical grounded theory analysis processes (Charmaz, 2002; Strauss & Corbin, 
1999) ).  This process led to a set of nine themes, which provided richness and nuance 
to the previous tabulation in the template. ‘Who the mothers were’ was now described 
in relation to similarities and differences across predefined characteristics (step 1), and 
their experiences and concerns were captured by nine themes.  In my view, this did 
not yet adequately communicate ‘who the mothers were’, a question which could only 
be answered meaningfully by shifting from the general to the specific.  
My analysis still lacked depth and specificity, although I could highlight characteristics 
which cut across the data from the mothers, I deployed this with photographic 
evidence and had identified a general sense of the themes from our engagements.  In 
particular, while I noticed the responses of mothers to the messages, which resulted 
in a change of behavior over time, these were not yet captured and communicated to 
others. The fourth step was, therefore, to select one particular mother whose story 
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touched on all nine themes and narrate - drawing on multi-media evidence - her 
distressing experiences with her grandchild in his second year.   
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What I struggle 
with the most is not 
having money.
4.1 Introduction
This chapter focusses on the data analysis pertaining to the research questions 
directed at the mothers. I first attend to the 12 participating mothers in the study. I 
visited each one four times, during which I used a semi-structured interview guide. 
The responses and observations of the case study participants contributed to the 
development of the ECD SMS-tech curriculum development. The observation tools 
included photographs and videos. There were three periods (before, during, and 
after) during the SMS tech curriculum development process and the home visits to 
the mothers. The sequence was followed chronological which helped to explain how 
the data collection happened, as shown in Figure 12.
For the purposes of the study, the intention of the collection and analysis of the data 
before the messages were sent, was to answer the first research question: ‘Who are 
the receivers of the messages?’.  The analysis of the data collected during the first 
two visits showed how the case study participants experienced their environments 
and cared for their children. To answer the first research question, I compiled 12 
vignettes about each of the mothers and a detailed multi-media narrative about one 
of them.
Figure 12: Chronology of data collection and analysis
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 4.2 Data analysis: Mothers 
Deductive and inductive research approaches help to deal with real-life problems; 
the former based on theory and the latter on observations. Deductive reasoning 
moves from theory to test if an observation is true, whereas inductive reasoning, 
moves from observation to theory, also known as the bottom-up approach (Yin, 2011, 
p.93-96). For this analysis, I used both. I analysed the home visit data by following 
four distinct steps. 
In the first step, I used deductive coding by populating a template which generated 
a short vignette about each mother. I tabulated the various characteristics of each 
mother in the vignettes to discuss some of their similarities and differences. This 
helped to provide a high-level overview of who the mothers were. This had some 
limitations as the information I collected stuck rigidly to the predefined categories 
of the template. It was, therefore, necessary to deepen my analysis of the mothers.
The second step was to use photographic evidence to offer a visual display of 
the mothers’ home environments. All of the photographic documentation was filed 
thematically under themes, which were used to create photographic displays from 
the children’s perspectives of their home environments. Both step one and two 
omitted the mothers’ voices, or their expressions of concerns and reflections, on 
their parenting. 
The third step was to work inductively from the interview data and generate codes, 
categories and emerging themes. This led to a set of nine themes, which provided 
richness and nuance to the previous tabulation. “Who the mothers were” was now 
described in relation to similarities and differences across predefined characteristics 
(step 1), and their experiences and concerns were captured by nine themes. In my 
view, this did not yet adequately communicate “who the mothers were”, a question 
which could only be answered meaningfully by shifting from the general to the 
specific. 
 
“Ndipeya u SASSA. Ndix-
homekeke kumama wam. 
Nguye yedwa ophangelayo”
I get SASSA, I am also de-
pendent on my mother, she 
is the only who is working
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My analysis  still lacked depth and specificity, although I could highlight 
characteristics which cut across the mothers, depicted this with photographic 
evidence, and had identified a general sense of the themes from our engagements. In 
particular, while I noticed the responses of mothers to the messages, which resulted 
in a change of behaviour over time, these were not yet captured and communicated 
to others. The fourth step was, therefore, to select one particular mother whose 
story touched on all nine themes and narrate - drawing on multi-media evidence - 
her distressing experiences with her grandchild in his second year. 
   
My clinic card
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4.3 Developing twelve vignettes
I started off by creating vignettes of each of the case study participants by working 
through a template with each of them. The template was developed in consultation 
with the industry role-players of reflective of key information which they felt to be 
pertinent to the design of the mass communication parenting programme. I used the 
following template:
Case study mother X is … years old. She speaks … at home and She lives in … 
(community), with … (members her sleep in the same house as her). Her home has 
…rooms and is made from… Her home has (electricity, running water, flush toilet)? 
Her estimated monthly income is ……and she estimates that she spends … on her 
child. She has a … phone. She spends about … per month on data. Case study 
mother’s last qualification/ schooling was … in (year). She is currently (not working, 
going to school, working part time) ... Her baby was born on…This baby was born 
when she was ………years old. Her baby was born in a …clinic/ at home… and she 
has/has not got a Road to Health card. This child is her 1st/2nd/ 3rd/ etc child. She 
cares for her child…(all the time, only on weekends etc). She is helped to look after 
her child by … She talks about her child and gets advice about her child from….
Each mother completed the template together with me. I confirmed that each 
participant gave permission to share information as part of the study. Each mother 
was given a code (A for Afrikaans in Robertson, E for English Mitchell’s Plain, and X 
for isiXhosa Gugulethu), as explained in Chapter 3.
The following vignettes were developed:
Where I sleep
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Where I bath
The following vignettes were developed
Vignette 1: A1
Case study mother A1 is 49 years old and married to the father of her children. She 
speaks Afrikaans at home and with everybody she knows. She lives with six people 
(members sleep in the same house). Her home has one room (RDP structure) and 
is made from bricks. Her home has electricity, running water, a flush toilet. She is 
not working and spends between R200 and R300 on her child. She does not have a 
mobile phone but uses her husband‘s mobile phone, and he spends about R20-00 
per week on airtime. The mother‘s last qualification/schooling was Grade 11, and 
she cannot remember the year. Her baby was born on the 28 May 2015. This baby 
was born when she was 47 years old at the hospital, and she has a Road to Health 
card. This child is her sixth child. She says she alone cares for her child. She talks 
about her child and does not get advice from anybody; she says her experience with 
five children taught her enough. Her baby was not planned. She is at home with her 
child; however, her husband works, and he provides for the child.
Vignette 2: A2
Case study mother A2 is 20 years old. She only speaks Afrikaans. She lives with 
nine people who all stay in the same house. The house belongs to her parents 
and has two rooms and is of slabs. It is a re-vamped RDP house. Her home has 
electricity, running water, and a flush toilet. Her estimated monthly income is R 700, 
and she estimates that she spends R700 on her child. She has a Marshmallow 
mobile phone and spends between R 30/R40 on airtime per month. This case study 
mother‘s last qualification/ schooling was Grade 11 in 2012. She is currently working 
part-time twice per week. Her baby was born in a hospital and a Road to Health card. 
This is her second child. She cares for her child except when she works. Her sister 
and mother help to look after her child when she works. She talks about her child 
to her mom and gets advice about her child from everybody living in the household. 
Her baby was not planned. The mother receives a child support grant of R 350 per 
month from the government.
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Vignette 3: A3
Case study mother A3 is 19 years old. She speaks Afrikaans and lives with eleven 
people who all stay in the same house. The house belongs to her father and has 
one room (RDP) and is made from bricks. The house has electricity, running water, 
and a flush toilet. Her monthly income is R380 and spends R380 on her child. She 
has access to her sister‘s mobile phone. She does not spend any money on airtime. 
This case study mother‘s last qualification/schooling was Grade 10 in 2016. She is 
currently going to school, doing Grade 11. Her baby was born on the 22 December 
2015. This baby was born in a hospital when she was 17 years old, and she has a 
Road to Health card. This child is her first child. She cares for her child, and while 
she is at school, an aunty cares for the child. She talks about her child to her best 
friend and gets advice about her child from the lady across the road. Her baby was 
not planned. The mother receives a child support grant of R350 per month from the 
Vignette 4: A4
Case study mother A4 is 24 years old. She speaks Afrikaans and lives with four 
people in the same house. Her home has two rooms and is built with red bricks. 
Her home has electricity, running water, and a flush toilet. Her estimated monthly 
income is about R 700, and she estimates that she spends about R 250 on her child. 
She does not have a mobile phone at the moment as it was stolen, but if she wants 
to make a call, she gives the person with a mobile phone R5.00. This case study 
mother‘s last qualification was Grade 11 in 2012. She is working part-time. Her baby 
was born on 08 May 2016. This baby was born when she was 22 years old. Her 
baby was born in a hospital and had a Road to Health card. This child is her second/ 
child. She cares for her child 24/7, and her boyfriend will help her to look after her 
child. She talks about her child to her friends, and an older lady called X and gives 
her advice about her child. Her baby was not planned. The mother received a child 
support grant of R 350 per month from the government.
 
Where my food get prepared




Case study mother E1 is 19 years old. She speaks English and Afrikaans at 
home. She lives in Mitchells Plain, with her mother and friends. They are six people 
in the house, namely four adults, who sleep in the same house. Her home has three 
bedrooms and is made from bricks. Her home has electricity, running water, a flush 
toilet. Her estimated monthly income is R 350, and she estimates that she spends 
R1,000 on her child. She has a Blackberry Z3 mobile phone. She spends about R 
12 per month on data. This case study mother‘s last qualification/ schooling was 
Grade 11, and she is busy doing Grade 12 and writing her final exams (2017). She is 
currently going to school. Her baby was born on the 16 November 2015. This baby 
was born when she 18 years old. Her baby was born in a hospital, and she has a 
Road to Health card. This is her first child. She cares for her child most of the time. 
Her child goes to crèche when she goes to school. Her child is at the crèche during 
the day, and sometimes her friend looks after the child. She talks about her child 
and gets advice about her child from her mother. She has doubts about the father 
because they are not sure if his dad is on drugs. Her baby was not planned. The 
mother received a child support grant of R 350 per month from the government.   
Vignette 6: E2
Case study mother E2 is 31 years old. She speaks English and Afrikaans at home. 
She lives in Mitchells Plain with six adults and two kids. Her home has six rooms 
(three bedrooms) and is made from bricks. Her home has electricity, running water, 
and a flush toilet. Her estimated monthly income is R6,000, and she estimates that 
she spends R1,000 on her child. She has a Samsung mobile phone. She spends 
about R40 per month on data. This case study mother‘s last qualification/schooling 
was matric in 2003, and she studied BCom (not completed) and working part-time. 
Her baby was born on 30 October 2015. This baby was born when she was 29 years 
old. Her baby was born in a clinic, and she has got a Road to Health card. This child 
is her second. She cares for her child all the time. She is assisted in looking after her 
child by her husband. She talks about her child and gets advice about her child from 
MammaHood group on Facebook. 
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Where I play inside
Vignette 7: E3
Case study mother E3 is 19 years old. She speaks English at home and a bit of 
Afrikaans. She lives with six adults and two kids (all sleep in the same house). The 
house belongs to her grandmother and is a four-roomed brick house and a 2-roomed 
Wendy house in the backyard. The Wendy house is made of wood. The house has 
electricity, running water, and a flush toilet. Her estimated monthly income is R380 
(social grant), and she estimates that she spends about less than R2,000 and buys 
a lot of nappies because he poops a lot, but she also spends a lot of milk, tea and 
food on her child. She has VODAPHONE mobile phone. She spends about R 100 
per month on data. This case study mother‘s last qualification/ schooling was Grade 
11 in 2016. She is currently not working and is in grade 12. Her baby was born when 
she was 17 years old. Her baby was born in at a clinic, and she has got a Road to 
Health card. This child is her first child. She cares for her child. During the week she 
is at school from 9:00 until 14:00 for three days from Monday-Wednesday. When 
she is at school, her aunt helps her to look after her child. She talks about her child 
and gets advice about her child from her grandmother. Her baby was not planned. 
The mother receives a child support grant of R350 per month from the government. 
Vignette 8: E4
Case study mother E4 is 36 years old. She speaks English and Afrikaans at home. 
She lives with 8 members, 2 adults and 6 kids. Her home has 3 bedrooms and is 
made out of bricks. Her home has electricity, running water, and a flush toilet. Her 
estimated monthly income is R700 and she estimates that she spends R170 per 
week for on her child to go to crèche. She has a Mobi cell phone. She spends about 
R40 per month on data. She is currently working on contract from 07:25-16:25. Her 
baby was born on 13 March 2016. This baby was born when she was 35 years old. 
Her baby was born at home and she has a Road to Health card. This child is her 
6th child. She cares for her child evenings and weekends. She is assisted in looking 
after her child by eldest daughter. She talks about her child and gets advice about 
her child from no-one as she has 6 children all together.
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Vignette 9: X1
Case study mother X1 is 38 years old. She speaks IsiXhosa at home and English. 
She lives in New Crossroads (community), with the father of the baby and the baby. 
Her home has one bedroom and is made from bricks. Her home has electricity, 
running water, and a flush toilet. [The mother was not comfortable showing this 
information] and she estimates that she spends 2500 on her child. She has a Nokia 
mobile phone. She spends about R 60 per month on data. This case study mother‘s 
last qualification/schooling was tertiary education, but she was not able to finish 
her degree. She is currently working part-time. Her baby was born on the 02 March 
2016. This baby was born when she 37 years old. Her baby was born in a private 
hospital. She has a Road to Health card. This child is her first child. She cares for 
her child during the week and the weekend when she comes back from work. She 
is assisted in looking after her child by her husband and neighbour. She talks about 
her child and gets advice about her child from her mother. Her baby was planned.
Vignette 10: X2
Case study mother X2 is 23 years old. She speaks IsiXhosa. She lives in Delft 
Temporals, (community), with her baby. Her home has two rooms and is made from 
prefabs. Her home has electricity, and there are a communal tap and toilets. Her 
estimated monthly income is R380 social grant, and she just got another job, but she 
is not sure how much she will be paid. She estimates that she spends R200 on her 
child. She has a Nokia mobile phone. She spends R0 per month on data. This case 
study mother‘s last qualification/schooling was in 2011(year). Her baby was born on 
06 February 2016. This baby was born when she was 22 years old. Her baby was 
born in Delft hospital clinic, and she has got a Road to Health card. This child is her 
first child. She cares for her child on weekends. She is assisted in looking after her 
child by no one, and the baby started to attend crèche. She talks about her child and 
gets advice about her child from her sister and neighbour. Her baby was not planned. 
The mother receives a child support grant of R350 per month from the government. 
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  Vignette 11: X3
Case study mother X3 is 55 years old. She speaks Isi-Xhosa at home and Sesotho 
and English. She lives in Gugulethu with her two daughters and son. Her home 
has four rooms and is made from bricks. Her home has electricity, running water, 
and a flush toilet outside in the backyard. Her daughter pays her to look after her 
grandchild, and she estimates that her daughter spends R 400 on her child. She has 
a Hisense mobile phone. She spends about R 30 per month on data. The mother‘s 
last qualification/schooling was in 1988-1989. Her daughter‘s baby was born on 
12/01/2016. Her grandchild was born when she was 54 years old. Her grandchild 
was born in a Chris Barnard Clinic. She has a Road to Health card. This child is her 
first grandchild. She cares for her child all the time. She is assisted in looking after 
her child by the baby‘s aunt. She talks about her child and gets advice about her 
child from no one.
Vignette 12: X4
Case study mother X4 is 56 years old. She speaks IsiXhosa, Afrikaans, and 
English at home. She lives in Gugulethu. She sleeps in a house with five people. 
Her home has two bedrooms and is made from bricks. Her home has electricity, 
running water, and a flush toilet. Her estimated monthly income is R 1,500, and she 
estimates that she spends R 550 on her child. She has an MTN Mobile phone. She 
spends about R0 per month on data. This case study the mother‘s last qualification/
schooling was Grade 10. She is currently working as a volunteer. Her grandchild 
was born on 03 March 2016. This baby was born when she was 55 years old. Her 
baby was born in Mowbray maternity hospital, and she has a Road to Health card. 
This child is her first grandchild. She cares for her child when she comes back from 
work and during the weekend. She is assisted in looking after her child by X and Y. 
She talks about her grandchild and gets advice about her child from her family and 
neighbours.
My mother’s mobile phone
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After completing the vignettes, I looked across the twelve vignettes to identify 
commonalities and differences. First, I tabulated a detailed summary from the 











Help caring for child Income Spent on airtime  or data 
49 married 6 1 Unemployed UP Cares alone for her child Husband works 
Husband’s mobile phone 
-   R80.00 per month on 
airtime
20 single 9 1 Working  part-time UP Sister helps Child grant and part time work
Owns a mobile phone 
R30/R40 per month 
airtime
19 single 11 1 Grade 11 UP Aunty looks after child  while she is at school Child grant
Sister’s mobile phone
Doesn’t buy airtime
24 Lives with boy-friend not married 4 1 
Seasonal  
worker UP
Seasonal worker, her boyfriend’s mother, 
 look after the child if she works
Child grant And her  
boyfriend works 
Pays someone R5 if she 
wants to make a call
19
Single lives with 
mother at a 
friend’s 
6 5 Grade 12 UP The child goes to day-care when  she goes to school
Child grant And the boyfriend 
gives money
Owns mobile phone R12 
per month on data




P Husband helps her care for the child Husband work Owns mobile phone R40 per month on data
19 Single Lives with her parents 8 4
Scholar  
Grade 11 UP
The child lives with an aunt when  
she goes to school
Mother received child grant 
on her behalf (she was un-
der-aged when the child was 
born)
Owns a mobile phone 
R100 per month on data
36 married 8 5 Part-time worker UP The child at day-care when she works Child grant Husband works Owns a mobile phone R40 per month on data
38 married 3 2 Part-time worker P Husband and neighbour Doing part-time work  Husband works 
Owns mobile phone  
R60 per month on data
23 single 2 2 Part-time worker UP Day-care if she works Child grant Part-time work Owns mobile phone No money on airtime 
55 grandmother 5 2 Mother pays her to look after child UP No-one
Mother pays her to look  
after child
R30-00 per month  
on data
56 grandmother 5 3 Volunteer  worker UP Stays with aunt No income
Owns a mobile phone 
No money on airtime
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Secondly, I tabulated some of the key features of each vignette,




x1 = no income 
x1= daughter pays her for childcare 
x1 = husband work + SASSA child grant 
x2 = part time work and SASSA child grant 
x4 = SASSA child grant only R380 
x3 = husbands work
When referring to income, the majority




X4 stays with the husband
X1 stays with boyfriend
X3 stays with family
X1 stays with friends
X1 stay alone
X2 grandmothers
The youngest mother income  grant was admin
istrated by her mother as children under 18 are 





75 in total 
Mean = 6,23 people per household 
Ranges from 2 to 11 people per 
household
One of the mothers was staying with a
 friend with her baby and her mother  
Feature Summary
Number of 
rooms in the 
house
X5 = 2 rooms
X2 = 1 room
X1= 3 rooms
X1 = 4 rooms









Three of the mothers were attending school. 







Mothers referred to their pregnancies as a surprise, 
or I didn’t know I was pregnant
Feature Summary Notes 
Age Youngest 19 oldest 56
The youngest mother was 17 
years old when her child was 
born
Feature Summary Notes
Help caring for 
the child
x2 = Alone 
x1 = Sister 
x3 = Aunt 
x1 = Husband 
x1 = Husband and neigh-
bour 
x1 = Boyfriend 
x1 = Boyfriend’s mother 
x2 = Daycare facility
The majority of the biological mothers took care of their
 children most of the times, 
with very little support and help. When someone help
 caring for the child is when 





x9 = Owns mobile phone 
x1 = Sister’s mobile phone 
x1 = Husband’s mobile phone 
x1 =  Boyfriend’s mobile phone 
The majority of the mothers had basic 







x3- zero Rands 
x1 – R12-00 
x2 – R30-00 
x2 – R40-00 
x1 – R60-00 
x1 = R80-00
One of the mothers paid R5-00 
to make a call
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“Hy was een 
maand oud toe ek 
begin te werk”
The baby was one 
month old when I 
started to work
Next, I wrote a paragraph about commonalities and differences. The youngest 
mother was 19 years old and the oldest 56 years. Two of the twelve pregnancies 
were planned. Four of the mothers were married, six were single parents, and two of 
the mothers were grandmothers. Mothers were sharing living spaces with extended 
families and friends with the majority living in one room refer to as a Reconstruction 
and Development (RDP) homes, with most of the spaces completely overcrowded. 
The majority of case study participants survived on a child support grant of R 380.00 
per month, with one mother saying there was no income and no budget, and another 
was a seasonal worker. Not one of the mothers had a permanent job, and three were 
still attending school. 
Not all mothers had a mobile phone and had to get access to mobile phones via 
family members. One of the mothers paid someone R 5.00 to make a phone call. 
Having a mobile phone or access to a mobile phone did not mean that they could 
automatically receive the messages. Mothers spent very little money on buying 
airtime, or little time on their mobile phone, with four people not buying any data 
or airtime. The overview shows that altogether, the 12 mothers shared their living 
spaces with 75 people
. 
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4.3.1 Photo-story of the environments ‘through the eyes of 
the child’. 
I used the photographs to create a ‘through the eyes of the child’ display of the 
home environments: (i) where I sleep; (ii) where I bath; (iii) where my food is prepared; 
(iv) where I eat; (v) where I play inside; (vi) where I play outside; (vii) my mother’s 
mobile phone; and (viii) my clinic card.
4.3.2 Thematic analysis 
In the third part, I analysed the responses of the mothers and categorised them into 
themes (Ritchie, McNaughton, & Ormston, 2014, p. 271). The purpose of organising 
the data was to help with the analysis that provided significance understanding 
for theory building, conceptualising, defining, and developing categories and sub-
categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.121). Data management refers to the process 
of making qualitative data ‘manageable’ and involve five key steps; (i) familiarisation; 
(ii) constructing an initial thematic framework; (iii) indexing and sorting; and (iv) 
review data extracts and data summary and display (Ritchie et al., 2014, p. 282 – 
284). The process of the thematic analysis was to label responses of mothers during 
the first two visits about their circumstances, their home environment, and the child 
they cared for as illustrated in Table 16.
Labels 
This kind of open coding resulted in categories taking shape, and I then put them 
into meaningful units. I used flip chart paper, koki pens and coloured sticky notes. I 
plotted all the action coding on a big flip chart and then colour coded those with the 
same meaning as those that did not fit in. 
Secondly, the mothers’ responses during the home visits were analysed line-by-
line by labelling words or short phrases, as illustrated in Table 17.
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Labelling words and phrases 
This ‘in vivo’ coding resulted in various sentences and phrases which I put into 
‘Transana’. Transana is a software computer package specifically designed for 
qualitative data with multiple videos.
Transana 
With the help of Transana, I put the different responses during the interviews and 
video recording transcriptions of the case study participants. The data submitted into 
Transana resulted in collections, keywords and word clouds.
Word clouds
The text data from the word clouds indicated the world of the mothers caring for 
their children, how they spoke about her circumstances within the household, time 
spent with her child, concerns about basics, for example, access to electricity, water, 
health services, advice and information. The text data also revealed the mothers’ 
understanding of their children’s development. 
After creating word clouds, I divided the words into gerunds (‘-ing’ words) for 
example, mother = mothering; spend = spending; advice = advising, and henceforth.
Coding and gerunds
This resulted in phrases like mothering a second-year-old; mothering skills; family 
not supporting; not spending on child; not working is hard; spending mostly on 
nappies; teething and runny tummy; struggling to understand child; talking all the 
time; suffering every day; not sleeping at night; thinking where to get food; asking 
neighbours for food; studying is more difficult; not knowing what to do; engaging and 
understanding the child; questioning everyday circumstances; not giving enough 
opportunities; not learning enough; not knowing what to do; frustrating when child 
cry; surviving on nothing; breastfeeding while child is teething; not planning to have 
a baby; cleaning the child, feeling alone with child; not talking to others about child 
struggles; struggling to change a nappy; not helping at clinic; not having enough 
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Units and themes
Helplessness and the 
growing child
• Cutting teeth and having a chest problem
• Crankiness from the teething, because I don’t know how 
to deal with him
• Not knowing the right brand of nappies
• Getting a nappy rash from using a wrong type of nappy
• Taking care of nappy rash on top of everything else
• Not knowing even where to start 
• crying all night (mother)
“Die kind het my 
lewe verander”
The child changed 
my life
Developmental challenges in 
second year of child’s life
• Struggling with teething
• Not sleeping during the night
• Just wanting to be on my breasts 
• Struggling to change the nappy, especially when the child has a 
running tummy 
• Cleaning the child was challenging 
• Crying all the time (baby)
• Not knowing what to do when your child is crying is the worst 
Taking long to start walking - he is almost 12 months old and still 
crawling 
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Life as survival
• Interdicting a boyfriend 
• Looking for a better job
• Worry about my mommy as a single parent. She has to 
pay bills
• Struggling the most with not having money
• I am the only one who is working, and the child needs 
nappies and clothes
• No money to buy anything
• Wanting to work
Mothers feeling isolated
• Sacrificing a lot by being a mom
• There is so much I have to do (no-one is 
helping)
• I don’t really go out
• All I do is just be at home with my son
Information about child 
• How to treat a child
• Uninformed about what to do
• Need tips on how to handle him; how to do 
and what to do
“Umntwana ufuna ixesha, ufuna umn-
tu okhona ngamaxesha onke.  Uku-
sokola imali yeyona itshintshileyo.”
A child needs time, a child also needs 
someone who is present all the time.
“Ndiya ekliniki, andinakutsho ukuba 
ukhona omnye umntu endixakekela 
kuye.”
I always go to the clinic when I need 
some advice about the child. There is 
nowhere else I go to.
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Unsure about motherly skills
• sometimes I panic when I see he is doing something
• I am not a person who likes to talk
 to people; I don’t want to annoyother people
• not knowing what to feed them 
• he cannot communicate with me; it’s frustrating not 
 knowing what is wrong with him
The emerging themes suggested that mothers felt poor, alone and unaware of 
how to care for a child in the second year of his life.
.
Babies unplanned the responses  
are related to having a child that  
was not planned 
• sometimes I just think and be on my own
• I struggle to buy myself clothes; I usually buy 
something new at least twice a year, but now I am 
struggling to do that
• stressful and angry
Learning to self-regulate
• I struggle finding time for myself 
• I do everything all day and at nigh
t time I’m the one
 who is awake
• thinking about him all day 
• it eats on me and I don’t know ho
w to handle it 
“Ek wil hom nie gehad 
het nie. Dit was onver-
wags”
I didn’t want this baby. 
This pregnancy was a 
surprise
“Babas is baie duur”
Babies are very 
expensive
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4.3.3 Multi-media narrative 
In the fourth part of the analysis, I selected a detailed narrative of a case study 
mother, using the themes that were developed from across the 12 mothers’ responses 
(Plaatjies, 2019). The central character of this multi-media story was a grandmother 
(X4) who lived in a low-income household in a township in the city of Cape Town. 
From the moment I met the grandmother and listened to her telling her story in 
three different languages, I realised that her story felt familiar – it was one of many 
similar stories, where family trauma repeats itself within many households. When I 
met her grandchild and watched how she rocked him on her lap, it dawned on me 
how difficult it would be as a researcher to remain unattached and objective. The 
grandmother was the primary caregiver. The birth mother never visited the local clinic 
and disappeared soon after she gave birth. The grandmother was in desperate need 
for any assistance and eager to join and receive messages on her mobile phone. The 
translator, who was with me, was sensitive in the way she posed the questions, and 
when we left, we wondered about getting voluntary consent from the grandmother 
to be part of the study. We had a sense of hopelessness and were disturbed by the 
toxic stress within the household. X4 wanted to participate in the study. She also 
agreed that I could use her story under a pseudo name. She could articulate her 
heartache and how she struggled to accept that she was a grandmother; that her 
‘tomboy’ child was pregnant for nine months; and that she did not even know that. 
She only found out about the pregnancy once her daughter was about to give birth. 





The story of 
BRIDGETTE
“It was hard at first, I had migraines headaches. It was like my 
brain was moving inside my skull. In the end I accepted it. There 
are times where I cry also there are times where I laugh”
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The visits took place in 2017; during the first visit, the baby was nine months old. 
The second visit took place when he was one year old, at the third visit he was 18 
months, the last visit took place when he was 23 months old. But X4 is not a code. 
X4 is far more than her vignette. Her name is Bridgette. And this is her story. 
Bridgette is 56 years old. The story of Bridgette is the story of many South-African 
mothers and grandmothers. Grandmothers most of the time need to take responsibility 
for their children’s children, and at times, neither biological parent stays with the 
child. Some grandmothers know from the time that their children are pregnant that 
they will be a granny soon. This was not true in Bridgette’s case. Bridgette only found 
out that her daughter was pregnant when she was about to give birth. 
Bridgette lives in a two-bedroom house in Western Cape. Next, to the brick house 
are three shacks. Altogether there are nine adults and two children under six who 
shelter here. Five of the nine adults people sleep inside the house, and the other four 
live in shacks on the yard. There are double beds in each of the bedrooms. One of 
the rooms is big enough for a double bed, a single bed, and a cupboard.
Three people sleep in the bedroom with two beds and two people with the baby. 
Bridgette’s sister stays in one of the bedrooms. Both her legs were amputated 
because of diabetes. She is in a wheelchair and Bridgette looks after her. Once per 
week, a health worker from the local clinic comes to attend to her sister.
There is only one flush toilet outside the house, and everybody is using the same 
toilet. There is no running water inside the house. There is one tap outside, and a 
bucket is filled up with water and kept in the kitchen. When the family needs hot 
water, they boil water in a kettle or in a pot on the electric stove. There is also no 




Where I bath 
Where I eat
Where I play inside
Where I play outside
Inside-outside
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In the kitchen area, there is a kitchen cupboard, a stove and a fridge. In the lounge, 
there are two two-seater couches, one cupboard and a big television. Once per 
week, Bridgette volunteers at a high school to prepare food for learners. When she 
goes to school, her sister looks after the baby. Bridgette and all the family members 
staying with her, are poor and struggle to survive. 
As we were sitting down a woman came from one of the bedrooms with a baby, 
introduced to us as someone who lives in another township but currently renting a 
room from Bridgette. The lady announced that the baby is just woke-up and passed 
him on to Bridgette. Bridgette took the baby, kissed him on his cheek, and asked if 
he was hungry. She checked if his nappy was wet and then shared with us: “It is very 
hard because this baby was not planned, but God gave us this child and I thank God 
for him”.
Once the baby was born, the daughter disappeared and left Bridgette with the 
baby. Bridgette did everything possible to find her daughter for two reasons. Firstly, 
to look after her own child. Secondly, the baby was not registered, and for that, she 
needed her daughter’s identity card. She also needed to apply for a child support 
grant from the government, which she could not do without the baby being registered. 
 To find her daughter, she has contacted the police, handed out flyers, and posted 
it on lamp poles, without success. As Bridgette share the story of her daughter, 
tears were running down her face while clenching her hands and crossing her legs. 
Bridgette would not want to believe that she was a grandmother and that her tomboy 
daughter managed to hide her pregnancy until she gave birth. As Bridgette was 
explaining her circumstances, it was clear that apart from being a grandmother, she 
cannot afford to care for the child or provide for her grandchild.  
The mother of this baby was sexually 
abuse at the age of 9. She was abused 
by my nephew. I think some of the things 
that she does are due to that experience. I heard 
that the man who did that to her is coming for the 
holidays. I think that is the reason she does not 
want to come back. I went to the police to report 
that she is missing. We made posters and we put 
them on the lamp poles”
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4.4 Before the messages 
The discussion with Bridgette always started very informally. She would update us 
about her search for her daughter and how she mostly struggled to provide properly 
for her grandchild. From the first visit, we learnt that the mother never attended 
a clinic and also didn’t receive the MomConnect messages. Bridgette, however, 
agreed to be part of the study. During the second visit, we asked her if we could 
make a short video of her while interacting with the child. Bridgette chose to show us 
how she feeds the baby, mixing pink porridge in a small bowl while trying to get the 
baby to sit still on her lap. I observed the marks and pimples on his legs.
Bridgette informed us that she struggled with the child’s health. He had a skin 
problem, which made his skin. She took him to the local clinic, but they referred 
her to a hospital for further investigations. However, she did not have the money to 
take him to the clinic. After the second spoon of porridge, the child started to vomit 
uncontrollably. Bridgette began to cry and said that she could not provide a nutritious 
meal for the child as at times, there is nothing to eat. It became clear that at times 
the child must be hungry, but because there is no proper food to eat, Bridgette 
will give him whatever is available in the household. As a researcher assisted by a 
social worker doing the interview and translations, I felt hopeless. There were clear 
ethical boundaries in such a study, and it was difficult not to overstep the boundary. 
We observed that Bridgette was struggling with her grandson’s health and providing 
the basics, yet we had to keep Bridgette information confidential while trying to the 
advice of where we could refer her for can refer her to assist.
She told us that she works part-time at a school preparing lunches. Twice during 
the week, she leaves home at 3 in the morning and comes back at 4 in the afternoon. 
She explains that her sister who is wheelchair bound looks after the baby when she 
goes to work. Bridgette doesn’t have money to buy basics like washing powder to 
wash her grandchild’s clothes. Her niece asks the neighbours at times for clothes.
The grandmother feeding 
the child
After two spoons of porridge the child 
started to vomit uncontrollably
Small bowl of pink porridge
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Bridgette says she cannot afford the child and that she struggles to provide for 
her grandchild. She says that the money she earns is not enough to provide for her 
grandchild. And again, Bridgette expresses the need that she needs help. 
The child is slow in his development according to the Bridgette. She says: 
“Loo mntwana uyacotha ekuhambeni, sele ezogqiba unyaka ngoku 
kodwa usakhasa, apha ekuthetheni amagama uyawabiza … Ndifuna 
ancediswe ukuhamba ngoba iintanga zakhe ziyahamba ngoku”. 
(This child is taking long to start walking, he is almost 12 months, 
but he is still crawling. He is starting to talk … I would like support in 
ways in which I can help him walk, children his age are walking now). 
Stressing about her circumstances and not being able to provide for her 
grandchild impacts on her relationship with the child. However, she doesn’t want her 
circumstances to influence negatively on the child’s development. 
Struggles of Bridgette were about not having enough money.  The child is not 
getting the grant and there is some hope that the grant will make a difference. 
Bridgette struggles with the well-being of the child. She does not have money for 
food. The child needs to go to a hospital due to skin problems, but she does not 
have the money to take a taxi to take the child to the hospital. As part of a survival 
strategy, the family members beg from neighbours for food, things to wash the child 
with or the child’s washing.The Bridgette was also concerned about the child’s future 
as she says 
“Ingaske ubunzima obu ndabufumanayo ndisakhula angabufumani, 
afumane isikolo”. (I don’t want my child to experience the hardship I 
experienced when I was growing up. I hope he goes to school). 
All the odds were against Bridgette: her daughter is gone, her grandchild is sick, 
she cannot afford basics for the household, she also cannot afford to buy anything 
for the child. As Bridgette was explaining her situation, she just could not see a way 
out of her situation. She was desperate for an answer to getting her child back but at 
the same time taking good care of her grandchild. 
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4.5 After the messages 
The first time when we visited Bridgette’s, we met the tenant that rents a room, 
Bridgette sister and the uncle. During the second visit, Bridgette sister was there 
and the uncle. The atmosphere was that of hopelessness and you could feel that 
something is not right within the household. However, when we arrived for our third 
visit there was a complete change within the household.
The house was clean, Bridgette’s sister mother was sitting in her wheelchair in 
the lounge, looking much healthier. During the previous visits, she was in bed. There 
was also two other neighbours and the uncle of the child and all of them were waiting 
for us. Bridgette received the first set of messages alongside the uncle whom she 
opted in as the second caregiver. They could not wait to tell us how the messages 
changed their lives.
The uncle told us mixing IsiXhosa and English: “nokuba awunaye umntwana 
you get emotionally attached kumntwana. U childconnect ukufundisa the value 
yomntwana, as they say the child is a gift from God, we get to understand the gift of 
a child. Cherish the gift”. 
(even when you don’t have a biological child, when reading the 
messages, you get emotionally attached with the child you helping 
to take care of. Childconnect teaches the value of a child. As they 
say a child is a gift from God, we get to understand the gift of a child, 
to cherish the gift).
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Bridgette was full of smiles, hugging her grandchild, showing-off her phone, joyful 
and chattering in three different languages sharing the difference the messages 
brought to her life and understanding her grandchild: “Okokuqala u child connect 
undivule ingqondo, ndatsho ndakwazi ukuconnector  nomntwana, ngenxa yendlela 
aze ngayo”. (firstly, childconnect has opened my mind, now I can connect with my 
grandchild, it was difficult to accept because of how he come to our lives). Indlela 
yokumphatha, ndingathethi ndlongondlongo naye ngenxa yendlela aze ngayo (the 
way to handle and take care of him, not to speak rude with him because of the way 
he came to our lives). 
Bridgette told us what ChildConnect did for her: “Undifundisa ukubonda 
nomtwana. Ukuthanda umntwana” (It has taught me to teach and love my child).
...when we left her house I for the first time saw her beautiful view.
4.6 Learnings from Bridgette’s story
From Bridgette’s story, we gathered concrete examples of the impact of poverty: 
poor sanitation, crowded living conditions, an inadequate diet, lack of psychosocial 
stimulation, and little household resources. Our visits provided us with a much more 
nuanced detail of her circumstances. Despite her proximity to, and eligibility for, 
social and health services, she could not utilise them. We learnt that her daughter 
never attended a clinic during her pregnancy. Although available, the daughter 
did not use the national healthcare service. The absence of the biological mother 
prevented Bridgette from applying for a child support grant for his care. To apply for 
a social grant, she needed to have her daughter’s identity document, which she did 
not have. Without a monthly grant income, Bridgette struggled to provide in the basic 
needs of the child. This impacted on the availability of food and other toiletries like 
nappies or soap. 
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“Wabelekela kwisibhedlele sikarhulu-
mente. Umntwana usahamba kwisib-
hedlele sikarhulumente nangoku.”
She gave birth in a government hospital. 
The baby still goes to the government 
hospital.
She was not able to wash him properly and used old t-shirts as nappies. When 
she managed to take her grandchild to the nearby clinic, and he was referred to 
the hospital, she could not take him there because of a lack of money (household 
resources). Bridgette was not able to take her ill grandchild to get the health care to 
which he was entitled. We also learnt that an uncle raped her daughter as a child and 
that he was soon returning for the holidays.
Bridgette’s story gave concrete examples of the common themes which I identified 
across all the case studies. In her case, she was worried about her child not walking 
(“developmental challenges in the second year of child’s life”), her frequent tears and 
requests for help were obvious symptoms of her “helplessness with a growing child”. 
Her reference to begging and sending her niece for help demonstrated her “life as 
survival”. The lack of money to take her child to a hospital made her “feel isolated”. 
The feeling of isolation for the grandmother was because the child’s mother left and 
although she was left with the child she was not recognised by the ‘system’ as the 
primary caregiver which result in her not able to access monetary support from the 
government. Linked to this was the lack of resources made her feel “unsure about 
her motherly skills”. The “unplanned baby” and the way the baby got into their lives 
contributed to the grandmother’s stress, tears and headaches. She expressed the 
need for her grandson to have a different future from what she could provide. She 
had to “learn how to self-regulate” her feelings and behaviour towards the child. 
The grandmother said that she did not read to her grandchild, although there was 
reading material available at the local clinic. Her cries for help and the “need for 
more information” were essentially linked to the occurrences within and about her 
household and the child’s upbringing. There was much that I learnt from Bridgette. 
I held her and her very difficult circumstances in mind when writing and refining the 
messages. She and the other mothers were always on my mind during interactions 
with the industry role players and the decisions made about what was suitable and 
workable. Knowing the details of her home environment, and her story created a 
realistic family and home situation, which I could use as a frame of reference. 
I learnt that Bridgette could not simply be regarded as a number or a code that 
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“Hayi andiphangeli mna, umntu ophange-
layo ngumama wontwana.”
No, I am not working my daughter is the 
only person who is working.
signed-up for service and stayed until the end. When designing a mobile message 
curriculum or content, designers tend to start with the learning outcomes or short- 
or long-term objectives. But there may be unintended learning outcomes which are 
apparent for particular participants. For Bridgette, the outcome was learning to love 
grandchild, and for her, that was enough (Plaatjies, 2019)
Bridgette’s story gave concrete examples of the common themes which I identified 
across all the case studies. In her case she was worried about her child not walking 
(‘developmental challenges in second year of child’s life’), her frequent tears and 
requests for help were obvious symptoms of her ‘helplessness with a growing child’. 
Her reference to begging and sending her niece for help demonstrated her ‘life as 
survival’. The grandmother not having money to take her child to a hospital made 
her ‘feel isolated and ‘unsure about her motherly skills’. The ‘unplanned baby’ and 
the way the baby got into their lives contributed to the grandmother’s stress, tears 
and headaches. The grandmother expressed the need for her grandson to have 
a different future as she cannot afford him and how she had to ‘learn how to self-
regulate” her feelings and behaviour towards the child. The grandmother said that 
she does not read to her grandchild although there was reading material available 
at the local clinic. Her cries for help and the ‘need for more information’ essentially 
linked to the occurrences within and about her household and the child’s upbringing.
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“Ndamdingazi ukuba mandithenge eliphi inapuke-
ni, ngoba amanye ayamtyabula. Ndandingayazi 
nokuba mandimqabe ntoni xa etyabukile.”
Not knowing the right brand of nappies to use for 
my child, sometimes he will get nappy rush from 
using a wrong type of nappy and I would have to 
take of the nappy rush on top of everything else.
4.7 Conclusions and implications
This chapter focussed on the data analysis of the case study mothers. First, I 
generated short vignettes about the 12 mothers using a template. Secondly, I 
presented photographic evidence of the children’s environment and then developed 
nine themes which emanated from the mothers’ responses to questions during the 
home visits. I then chose one of the case study mothers as an illustration and typical 
example of a particular story that brought each of the nine themes to life. By narrating 
the one mother’s story a clear picture emerged of a particular mother that served 
to deepen my answer to the question: ‘Who are the receivers of the messages?’. In 
the next chapter, I discuss the co-design journey with the mothers in their co-design 
journey relating to the production and reception processes, 
The second learning was that mothers contributed to the design and content of 
the messages. The role that the researcher played as an adult educator during the 
PAR process cannot be underestimated, as it was this research engagement which 
enabled a shift from pro-poor (outside poor communities on their behalf), to para-
poor (alongside poor communities), or ICT4D design, as advocated by Heeks (2008). 
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5 Chapter Five: Mothers’ voices in the co-design journey 
5.1 Introduction  
From Bridgette’s story in Chapter 4, it is clear that the knowledge gained from the 
ChildConnect messages by this grandmother, influenced her relationship with her 
grandchild. For her to realise that she loves her grandchild was not a planned outcome 
and no indicators were developed to measure this change.  
In this chapter, I reflect on the ways the mothers contributed to and influenced the 
message contents. I describe my co-design journey with the 12 mothers, which led to 
the final SMS-tech curriculum used in the ChildConnect project. 
Designing together means partnering with users throughout the project lifecycle, 
co-creating solutions, and continuously gathering and incorporating users’ 
feedback (Nelson et al., 2017 p.1) 
The design process involved production and reception of messages which consist of 
two distinctive phases: the phase before the messages were sent, which resulted in 
the first 10 weeks of messaging delivery; and then the production and reception 
phases during the time the messages were sent and thereafter. The delivery schedule 
of messages was spread over 28 weeks, and the home visit results and industry 
records (meetings and briefing documents) contributed to the data analysis and 
results, as illustrated in Table 5.1. I emphasise  that a set of home visits (to each of 
the 12 mothers) preceded each of the different iterations and therefore that the results 
of the home visits had a direct impact on the delivery schedule of the messages. 
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For the purpose of the analysis of the messages, I refer to the timeline of the messages 
and the schedule of delivery as illustrated in Table 5.1. The messages and the survey 
questions were first discussed with mothers using a paper-based interview instrument 
(Annexure 2) with mothers, who gave verbal responses. Testing engagement and 
knowledge with mothers and the bigger group strengthened the validity of the 
evidence. Therefore, there were two distinct sets of results: the home visit results, 
which were qualitative descriptions from my engagement with the mothers (n = 12) ; 
and the iterative delivery schedule, which were quantitative results from surveys and 
engagement processes (n = 899) from the ChildConnect project. 
I was guided by tenents of PAR on how to analyse data through the qualitatively 
offering a methodological process with which to  identify the multiple iterative cycles. 
The involvement of the participants and my centrality as the researcher in the delivery 
of the messages were therefore important. This was therefore not  
in the traditional (quantitative) mode of analysis with which most researchers are 
familiar – the hypothetico-deductive method – analysis is classified as a distinct 
stage in the research process following theoretical supposition and data 
collection, and before drawing conclusions (James, Bucknam, & Milenkiewicz, 
2007, p.182) 
Rather, drawing on ‘messy’ PAR processes, there were several cycles of analysis and 
reflection on data collected, followed by more data collection, analysis and reflection, 
and with each cycle allowing engagement with the literature to deepen and vary the 
theoretical lenses through which I could reflect on the co-design process.  
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The cycles inherent in PAR were important because the multiple iterations generated 
a process through which the researcher were expected to be “both flexible and 
rigorous” (Lawson, Caringi, Pyles, Jurkowski, & Bozlak, 2015 p.157). Design-with-the-
user principles suggested that the users' characteristics, needs and challenges must 
be understood for users to become co-designers (Plaatjies, 2019). The PAR approach, 
together with design-with-the-user principle of a ‘para-poor’ approached, suggested a 
radical shift away from traditional data collection process of a single (or repeated) 
phase of data collection, analysis and reflection.  
The results are, therefore ‘messy’ and because of the flexibility during the continuous 
reflection and action processes, the results continuously changed (James et al., 2007). 
The multi-disciplinary approach of the study, using a specific technology as a 
communication and learning tool alongside the design-with-the-user principles brought 
the theoretical lens into sharper focus. , Ultimately by viewing the data and the anlysis 
through an SBCC lens, meant that the data as imbued with changing  meanings, as 
my theoretical lens was brought into sharper focus. This is consistent with the 
acknowledgement by Kindon, Pain, and Kesby (2007) that PAR can be “messy, 
entangled, highly variable and contingent” (p.20). It was also consistent with the PAR 
process which sought to document and theorise a co-design journey in which I was a 
leading participant who had to make decisions about what information could serve as 
data and what could not. 
The flow of information involves gatekeeping process, which has generally in 
communication intensified since the introduction of technology. Theorists warn that, 
from the production up to reception moment various network gatekeeping processes 
happen as it involves those with ‘perceived powers’ over the decision-making 
processes. It was not possible to plan a tight research design which could then be 
cleanly implemented because while I could independently determine how I engaged 
with the 12 mothers in our co-design journey, the broader product which we designed 
was for the ChildConnect project, in which there were multiple role players. Before I 
discuss the ways in which the mothers influenced the design of the ChildConnect 
messages, I provide the first exemplar situation within the ChildConnect project which 
is suggestive of the power relationships between the co-design process and other 
stakeholders (industry role-players) within the ChildConnect project. This is relevant 
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to how I theorised the co-design journey which was being influenced by various 
gatekeepers (reference the gatekeeping) in the ChildConnect project. 
At the beginning of the ChildConnect project, the industry role-players were looking 
for someone who could access communities in ways that they could not. The industry 
role players referred to my isiXhosa-speaking research assistant (who accompanied 
me on home visits and translated the messages into isiXhosa) and me; as ‘relative 
insiders’, since both of us grew up in one of the targeted communities. It should be 
noted that all of the industry research players were white, while I and my isiXhosa 
research assistant are black5.  
My positionality as the researcher, labelled as a ‘relative insider’ in relation to the 
‘targeted beneficiaries’ by those funding and ultimately responsible for the broader 
implementation SMS technology curriculum was therefore made explicit from the 
outset. This labelling of me and my research assistant, immediately highlighted the  
attributes of the kind of person the industry role players were looking for to access 
‘typical mothers’ and communities from a specific geographical group. As I reflected 
on my assumed role, and sought to shift the assumed power dynamics, I was acutely 
aware of various gatekeeping processes. It also revealed the desired attributes which 
the industry research role-players thought were needed to research a homogenous 
people from specific geographical locations. I felt that the ChildConnect industry role-
players subscribed to what Jansen, (2019) called ‘racial essentialism’ - the “belief that 
there are four ‘races’ or ‘racial groups’ and that there is something in the very essence 
of a group that defines them” (p.8) and  ‘racial determination’ which is ‘problematic as 
it is based on “the belief that there is a relationship between your race and certain 
outcomes (p.8). 
My positionality – described by the industry role-players as a ‘relative insider’ within 
the multi-disciplinary study is, therefore, significant with regard to the data that I 
collected and the role that I was playing.. I was being looked to be a representative of 
                                            
5 In South Africa different ‘races’ were classified under the apartheid regime and therefore race and the 
apartheid classifications are referred to in this paper, I acknowledge that there is no biological basis for 





targeted community of mothers (even though I was no longer resident in a community 
living in poverty). This required me to honor my social responsibility during the PAR 
process which is based on ethical principle of respect which 
extends and circulates the ethical notion of competent agency, particularly via 
encouraging participants to recognise that they each have the ability to initiate and 
enact change (Kindon et al., 2007 p.38). 
From the start of the content development process, my engagement with the mothers 
as future users of the programme was deliberate. It helped me and my research 
assistant to understand the context of the mothers and allowed for identifying or 
preventing potential problems. So, the design process quickly moved from document 
review to a period of trialing and testing with, and alongside the mothers.  Visiting 
mothers in their home environments, listening to their voices and interacting with them 
in their environments reminded me of what was noted by Heeks (2008): “Ask poor 
communities or look at how they spend what little money they have; not always, but 
sometimes, they prioritize the ICT option” (p.26). Davies (2004) reminds us that “ICTs 
offer new ways of communicating, and new ways to converge old communication tools 
with new tools, in a way that amplifies communication. This is the power of C4D” (p. 
8). 
5.2 Data analysis 
Having made explicit my assumed positionality in the co-design journey, I turn now to 
describe the co-design journey from my own perspective. There were several key 
events or decisions which influenced the design process which I thought to be pivotal 
or key events with highlighting. These included the introduction of secondary 
caregivers, decisions about frequency and structure, changes to the software platform, 
testing options about tone, and developing writing guidelines. Each of these decisions, 
and how they came about, is discussed in this chapter. 
I also discuss my deepening engagement with the literature and resulting adoption of 
a wider theoretical lens. With the benefit of time and hindsight, I discuss the ways in 
which my reflection on the co-design journey influenced the creative product. This 
includes testing the components of the SMS-tech curriculum framework with a relevant 
internationally used observation tool, PICCOLO, and the engagement, knowledge, 
and lessons learnt during this process, which I discuss in Chapter 6.  
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The data analysis processes before messages were sent involved document analysis, 
two home visits, design of content pillars, learning outcomes, recruitment messages 
and baseline survey questions, the guideline for writing message and frequency and 
structure of messages. I clarify how the mothers influenced the SMS technology 
curriculum framework, learning outcomes, recruitment messages, baseline survey 
questions and the first iteration of messages. I further explain which documents were 
consulted and provide examples of ways in which mothers responses informed the 
framework of the content pillars and the learning outcomes. I also report on information 
gathered from the mothers, which resulted in a set of guidelines for writing messages 
and recount the decisions made about the frequency and structure of the messages 
for the mass communication parenting programme.  
It is important to take note of four aspects of the SMS-tech curriculum and the delivery 
schedule. First, the content framework and learning outcomes were developed long 
before the first messages were delivered to the bigger group. The second aspect is 
that the first two home visits also happened before the messages were delivered to 
the bigger group. The third aspect to take note of is that the messages consisted of 8-
week iteration cycles, in other words, three iterations: the first during week 2-10, the 
2nd iteration during week 11-18, and the last during week 20-28. The fourth, and last, 
to note is that the ChildConnect project intervention could not include messages 
relating to: 
(i) Micronutrient and food supplementation,  
(ii) Food and nutritional support for mothers of young children,  
(iii) Screening cancelling and referrals for mental health, substance abuse and 
domestic violence,  
(iv) Birth screening and follow up screening for the identification of disabilities and 
tracking children at risk;  
(v) Screening of young children for abuse and neglect and the provision of follow-
up counselling and referrals of caregivers and their children for remedial 
support; and 
(vi) Pre-registration during the third trimester of pregnancy for the child-care social 
grant (CSG) to ensure that children have access to the benefits of the grant 




The decision to exclude the six different topics (second exemplar of a power 
relationship) was based on the ChildConnect role-players argument that: “it is not 
related to the ECD focus and that there is no current budget within government for the 
delivery” of the above services. This decision-making based on exclusion is another 
example of network gatekeeping. Cost-effective mechanism are the bases of 
gatekeeping for example mechanisms that control the cost of gated to join, use, and 
exit a gatekeeper’s network (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008 p.1498) 
Mostert et al., (2018) described my role of the researcher and as lead content 
developer who facilitated specific processes that created the space for the mothers to 
influence the design (Mostert et al., 2018). In Plaatjies et al. (2017) I explained that 
these ‘specific processes’ involved 10 ‘content development steps’, of which the first 
was to 
1. Scan available government policies relating to ECD services and of the 
envisaged government strategy relating to ECD; (Department of Justice (1996); 
Department of Basic Education (2015). 
2. Scan available ECD related materials (selecting established examples from the 
local and international context). 
3. Develop a draft SMS message framework (including a 1-month sample of 
content) and the assumptions guiding both process and structure. 
4. Establish a content team, comprising representatives from the following 
agencies: 
a. Academic experts from the University of Johannesburg with expertise in child 
development; and 
b. Relative insiders with ECD expertise and qualifications who speak either 
Afrikaans or isiXhosa as a home language, and who have relative insider access 
to the targeted communities in the Western Cape (Delft, Gugulethu, Robertson, 
and Mitchell’s Plain) (p.5). 
While I started with available government documents and ECD related materials, I also 
commenced with the first recruitment and home visit process with the research 
participants. This was in support of the design-with-the-user principle where the digital 
design for development “starts with getting to know the people you are designing for” 
(Nelson et al., 2017 p.1). Nelson et al. (2017) explain that this may involve 
conversation, observation, and co-creation and that the “information gathered through 
this engagement leads to building, testing and redesigning tools until they effectively 
meet user needs” (p.1) 
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The draft SMS framework drew on my findings, the isiXhosa translations and my 
experiences of the first home visits; my prior experiences and knowledge of ECD and 
community development; and the isiXhosa translators’ experiences of community 
social development. We were able to present the draft SMS message framework for 
review and comment to the content team, as well as to the 12 mothers, thereby 
facilitating a co-design journey. The following were content development steps 5 to 9: 
5. Review of the draft SMS message framework based on feedback obtained from 
experts and home visits. 
6. Development of the SMS messages in Afrikaans for six months. 
7. Translating the Afrikaans SMS technology curriculum into English and isiXhosa 
using relative insiders with ECD qualifications. 
8. Back translation of English and isiXhosa into Afrikaans and English 
respectively, and revising the translations collectively. 
9. Circulating the English, Afrikaans, and isiXhosa SMS-tech curricula to the 
[content] reference group for input, feedback, and commentary. (Plaatjies 2019, 
p.5). 
The translation process was an important component of the co-design journey. For 
MomConnect an independent translation agency was used to translate from English 
into Afrikaans and isiXhosa. This was not the case for ChildConnect project.  
For the ChildConnect project, I wrote the messages first in my home language, 
Afrikaans, and then translated it into English (which was checked by other bilingual 
English-Afrikaans members of the content team). My research assistant and isiXhosa 
translator, who was familiar with the context of the mothers (as a relative insider, but 
also as having accompanied me on the home visits), translated the messages from 
English into isiXhosa. A back-translation led to content team discussions, which further 
improved the message design and ensured that both tone and meaning were 
considered appropriate. 
The final refinements to the SMS-tech curriculum, occurred at the end of ChildConnect 
project (Annexure 6). The final product which was published for general use. For this 
reason, I describe the final content development step as ‘10’. Reflecting on feedback 
obtained through the monitoring and evaluation process and adapting the SMS-tech 
curriculum as necessary is based on this feedback (Plaatjies 2019, p.5) 
The reception and production process were not a linear process but became entangled 
because of the PAR approach and cycles of continuously reflecting on results. As 
such, the process of content development was intertwined with analysis of 
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documentation, the industry process, and the engagement with, and information 
gathered from, the mothers. In this section, I reflect on the different PAR data results 
and make use of the codes presented in Table 5.2.  
Table 5.2: Codes for role-players and mothers 
Funder F1 
Technical developers T2 
Content developers C3 
Monitoring and Evaluation  M4 
Mothers 
Afrikaans speaking mothers A1 A2 A3 A4 
English speaking mothers E1 E2 E3 E4 
IsiXhosa speaking mothers  X1 X2 X3 X4 
5.2.1 Defining content pillars 
My role in shaping the SMS technology curriculum and its design framework and 
learning outcomes was profoundly influenced by my engagement with the mothers. 
By getting to know the people I was designing for, through “conversation, observation 
and co-creation” Nelson et al., (2017 p.1) is the substance of Chapter 4. The process 
of defining content pillars and learning outcomes started by reviewing the following 
pertinent documentation:  
a) Investing in early childhood development is the future (Statistics South Africa, 
2018). The report produced by Statistics South Africa gave an overview of the 
status of early childhood development in the country and the budget 
allocations according to the priority that needed to be considered. 
b) The South African National Curriculum Framework for children from Birth to 
Four (Department of Basic Education, 2015a) 
c) A Toolkit for Measuring Early Childhood Development in LMICs (Fernald et 
al., 2009) 
d) South African Child Gauge 2018, Children, Families and the State 
Collaboration and contestation (Hall et al., 2018) 
e) The Bezos Family Foundation and IDEO.org (Wyattet al. 2015, p. 1-192). 
f) The Field Guide to Human-Centered Design ((Wyattet al. 2015, p.1-192). 
g) Principle: Design-with-the-User (Nelson et al., 2017) 
I regard this initial process as a document analysis, and “not just a process of lining 
up a collection of excerpts that convey whatever the researcher desires” Bowen (2009 
p.33). I had to maintain a high level of objectivity and sensitivity for the document 
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analysis results to be credible and valid (Bowen, 2009, p.33). I was further guided by 
human-centred design which is based on the understanding and “believing that all 
problems, even the seemingly intractable ones like poverty, gender equality, and clean 
water, are solvable” (Wyattet al. 2015, p.9). Human-centred design methodology 
suggests that to frame the design challenge one should create a project plan, build a 
team, research, define the audience and conduct interviews (Wyattet al. 2015, p.22). 
By designing with the users, and not for them, one can build digital tools to address 
better the specific context, culture, behaviours and expectations of the people who will 
directly interact with the technology (Nelson et al., 2017). I usedd several checks and 
balances during the content design process, which helped to maintain my objectivity 
and maintain integrity. These were working in a team with a research assistant; being 
part of a broader content team; coupling the document analysis with empirical data 
collected with recording equipment.  
The South African National Curriculum Framework for children from Birth to Four 
(NCF) is built on three themes and 12 principles, which embody the vision for Early 
childhood curriculum-birth to four in South Africa. The themes in the NCF are captured 
in the voice of the child and is contextually, developmentally, and educationally 
appropriate to meet the needs and interest of those; working with children. The themes 
are: (i) I am a competent person; (ii) My learning and development are important; and 
(iii) I need strong connections with adults (Department of Basic Education, 2015 pp.6 
– 7). 
Theme 1: I am a competent person 
1. I am a powerful, competent person who actively creates my own identity and 
my own understanding of the world;  
2. I am unique and have a unique life-story;  
3. I flourish when attention is paid to equality of opportunities where I can 
participate in developing my own potential; and  
4. I am sensitive to individual and group differences and must be educated in 
ways that help me to celebrate differences. 
I extracted the following keywords from the theme and principles, namely: powerful, 
own identity, own understanding, unique life-story, flourish, attention, equality, 
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opportunities, develop, own potential, educate, celebrate differences. I used these to 
guide my writing. 
Theme 2: My learning and development are important: 
5. I am curious, energetic and active and I learn by taking up opportunities to make 
meaning about the world around me  
6. Local and indigenous knowledge and skills are resources that can be used to 
promote socially, culturally and linguistically sensitive learning environments for 
me  
7. Play and hands-on (active) experiences enhance my learning and development  
8. A comprehensive ECD learning programme for quality and equality of 
opportunities pays attention to: my developmental domains (social, emotional, 
cognitive, physical –with a focus on health and nutrition; the content areas 
(languages and mathematics); my strong links with my family and later, my links 
to schooling.  
I extracted the following keywords from the theme and principles: learning, 
development, curious, energetic, active taking opportunities, local knowledge, 
indigenous knowledge, skills, resources, socially, culturally, linguistically, sensitive 
learning, sensitive environment. 
Theme 3: I need strong connections with adults: 
9. Parents and families in their different forms play a central role in my overall 
development  
10. I benefit from a close and loving relationship with an adult 
11. Adults have the responsibility for the protection and promotion of my rights 
regardless of my age, background, ethnicity, ability, and gender  
12. We would like adults to promote children’s well-being, positive identities, 
inclusivity, child-focused activities, and competence for living and coping with life. 
I extracted the following keywords from the theme and principles: parents, families, 
different, forms of play, central role, overall development, benefit, close, loving, 
relationships, adults, protection, promotion, rights, age, ethnicity, ability, gender 
The three themes and twelve principles are then further divided into six Early Learning 
and Development Areas (ELDAs) (Department of Basic Education, 2015). They are (i) 
wellbeing, that suggests children need to have secure connections with adults; (ii) 
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identity and belonging, showing that children are competent people; (iii) 
communication, which is essential for children's development and learning; (iv) 
exploring mathematics by setting-up opportunities for children to explore; (v) creativity 
happens when adults ask questions about the children’s activities; and (vi) knowledge 
to understand the world and the opportunities to explore and learn from their 
surroundings. 
I found it informative to set the policy theme, and my extraction of keywords, against 
the responses from the mothers when answering questions about themselves, their 
babies and families which resulted in eight themes (as discussed in Chapter 4): 
1. Developmental challenges in the second year of the child's life; 
2. Helplessness and the growing child; 
3. Life as survival; 
4. Mothers feeling isolated; 
5. Unsure about motherly skills; 
6. Learning to self-regulate; 
7. Unplanned babies (the responses here is the results of having a child that was 
not planned); and 
8. Information about the child (the need for more information). 
It is noticeable that the themes developed from the responses of the mothers and the 
themes, principles, and the Early Learning and Development Areas (ELDA’s), are not 
corresponding with how mothers understood their own world and that of their children. 
The themes from the mothers' voices also show that mothers need information, 
support and motivation in order to realise the role they can play to make children 
understand that they are competent, that their learning and development is important 
and that they need to have strong connections with adults. 
The link between the NCF themes, principles, and ELDA’s and the eight themes from 
mother’s voices resulted in the five design pillars of the SMS-tech curriculum that focus 
on children’s development, namely: language development (speaking in home 
language), perceptual development (see, smell, hear and taste), cognitive function 
(with a deliberate focus on executive function), and social and emotional development 
(with a deliberate focus on quality parent-child interactions.  
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The four design pillars of the NCF were extended in the SMS-tech curriculum to 
include a deliberate focus on motivating the mothers, as illustrated in Table 5.4. By 
including motivational message as part of the design feature; was identified as a clear 
need from the engagement with the 12 mothers.  During the first two home visits we 
learnt that mother’s biggest problem was their own and in order for mothers to interact 
with the message they need a message that motivates them as first teacher.  
Table 5.3: Design framework 
Themes and keywords from 
principles in the words of a 
Child (NCF) 
ELDA’s Themes from 
mothers’ 
responses 
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To bring the five design pillars for the SMS-tech to life, I provide an example of a 
message, crafted to support a particular pillar. All of the examples are from extended 
messages (which we referred to as a ‘burst’). This design choice is discussed later. At 
this point, the examples are provided to illustrate how the design pillars were brought 
to life in the messages as illustrated in Table 5.4 . Note that all these messages were 
sent during the first iteration: 
Table 5.4: Design pillars and messages 
Content 
pillar 




Even before children can talk, they can show you what they are interested in. Reply 
YES for more info and ideas for communicating with your child (free SMS). 
When mothers replied YES, they received the following response:  
Children can communicate with you before they can talk.  
They look, hold, make sounds and move. LOOK and listen carefully to your child to 
notice how they communicate with you. 
Put your child on your lap. Bounce your child, stop and wait. This helps them learn. 
LOOK at what they do.  
 
COPY and repeat. You can sing a rhyme or song while bouncing your child on your 
lap. Make up and repeat the same song again and again.  
For example, this song is about riding a horse. "This is the way that mommy rides, 
trittity-trot, trittity-trot (Bounce the child and sing along).  
This is the way that grandma rides bibbity-bot, bibbity bot (bounce more gently and 
slowly). This is the way that my child rides gallopy-gallopy-gallop! (Sing their name 
and bounce the child fast and high).  
Now, wait. LOOK at what they do. COPY and repeat a few times. Give your child a 
turn to sing or make up the song. They can sing along, make up new words or just 





Your child learns by using all 5 senses. Reply YES to get more information about 
learning through the senses (free SMS). 
 
When mothers replied YES, they received the following response:  
Your child learns when they LOOK, touch, taste, smell and listen to something. Your 
child's language develops by listening to you TALK.  
Children COPY the sounds. Your child is learning by doing through play. Your child 
will show you if they enjoy playing. They will smile, make sounds and kick. Your child 




Your child learns to trust while playing with others. It's important that the play must 
be joyful and happy. TAKING TURNS is important for learning.  
Smelling and touching are important for learning. Remember to TALK and ASK about 
all 5 senses. What your child sees, hears, touches, tastes and smells are all important 




Your child learns from you every moment. Make bath time a learning moment. Reply 
YES for fun bath-time tips for you and your child (free SMS). 
When mothers replied YES on the message, they received the following response: 
Children learn new words when they play with water: dry/wet, warm/hot/cold, splash, 
drip, rub, wriggle and laugh! Children learn by playing and touching the water. Make 
holes in a small tin or plastic (yoghurt or margarine) tub.  
Fill it with water. Let the water drain over your child. Remember the 5 steps to helping 
your child's brain grow clever and strong? 
 1. LOOK at what your child does. 
 2. COPY what they say and do. Be silly!  
3. TALK in your home language. Is the water hot/cold, ticklish/funny? It the tub 
full/empty? 
 4. Let your child TAKE a TURN. Let them hold the cup. Let them fill the cup. Let them 
empty the cup. 
 5. ASK questions: Where is the water? How does it feel? Is it wet? Is it warm? Is it 





Before you do something for your child ask yourself: Am I doing something that my 
child can do by themselves? Allow your child to try, explore, and TAKE 
TURNS.another example of a motivational message that was sent during the first 
iteration was: 
Relax, you are doing your best to look after your child! Your child feels secure and 
loved when you hold them tight 
Motivational and affirming messages in direct support of the caregiver examples: 
You are doing a good thing by spending time with your child. Well done! Use every 
moment that you spend with your child to teach them something new.  
another example: 
Looking after a small child is tough. You may be tired, work long hours or feel 
overwhelmed. But every moment you play with your child teaches them something. 
 
Using the NCF Birth to Four curriculum framework as a guide in the design of the 
content pillars for the SMS-tech curriculum, it was important to consider the outcomes 
of the home visits. We learn from the NCF that children need to be provided with 
opportunities to explore, to be creative, to belong, have an identity, and be 
communicated with. Mothers, however, suggest that their own problems are the 
biggest, therefore, it was imperative to include motivating the mothers as the first 
teacher as part of the content pillars. 
5.2.2 Learning outcomes 
Apart from linking the messages closely to the design pillars, the messages were 
carefully designed to offer information that was spread across six different learning 
outcomes. While the SMS messages were organised around learning outcomes and 
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content pillars, this was not made explicit in the messaging. Roberts, Mostert and 
Plaatjies (2019) explain that: 
The programme is based on an SMS curriculum focused on early childhood 
development content, underpinned by six core learning outcomes (Roberts, 
Mostert, & Plaatjies, 2019, p.1). 
The learning outcomes for ChildConnect project were to support caregivers (mothers 
or secondary caregivers) to: 
1. Know that they are their child’s first teacher (and have some knowledge and 
ideas on how to play this role) 
2. Know that children learn from birth through meaningful play with a caring adult 
and know to follow 5 easy steps for meaningful play: LOOK, COPY, TALK, 
TAKE TURNS, ASK. 
3. Know that there are many free resources available to them in their everyday 
environment that can be used to stimulate their children. 
4. Know that it is important to talk in their home language using a wide range of 
vocabulary and full sentences with their child. 
5. Know that there are many opportunities in the daily routine of a child which can 
be used for learning. 
6. Feel more motivated and supported as part of a community of other caregivers. 
These six ‘core learning outcomes’ drew on the mothers’ responses to questions 
asked during home visits one and two.  
In this section, I provide responses in summary format to the questions asked during 
the home visits and explain how these learning outcomes were derived, as well as the 
influence my visits had on their definition. I describe some of the ways in which my 
engagement with the mothers through home visits one and two informed the choice of 
learning outcomes. For each learning outcome, I provide examples to illustrate what 
some mothers said, which demonstrated a need for the learning outcome. I then 
unpack what was the expected behavior changes which could demonstrate the 
knowledge gained from the particular learning outcome. 
5.2.2.1 First teacher  
There was a need to convince mothers that they were their child’s first teacher. 
Interview findings suggested that most mothers struggled to cope with the fact that 
they are jobless and that there was no answer to their situation. Some mothers did not 
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have money to buy food or clothes for their babies - they mostly depended on family 
or people from the community.  
There was generally quite a high confidence in knowing ‘a lot’ or ‘enough’. Herewith 
some of the mothers' responses to questions ask as reflected in Table 5.5 which gives 
the key focus of the message, questions asked during the visit, the example of the 
message and the responses of the mother. 
 
Table 5.5: Learning outcome 1: First teacher  
Key focus of the 
message 
parenting as first teacher;  
the kind of knowledge needed by parent to play the role;  
how to play the role as the first teacher;  
children learn through play games;  
parents understand that children can do things for themselves;  
children learn from birth; and  





Do you know some ways you can help your child learn? Can you give me an 
example? 
Do any of the people who take care of your child help your child to learn? Please 
explain 
How much do you know how your child learns? (1 is nothing, 5 is everything there 
is to know) If they are average or above, ask: Can you give me an example of 
something you know about how children learn? 
How much do you know about how you can do to help your child grow clever and 
strong? (using the 1-5 scale).  
If they are average or above, ask: Can you give me an idea of something that you 




Praat, loop, kruip en sing - Ek sing babataal goedjies - Ek sing baie vir hom 
(Speak, walk, crawl and sing – I sing in baby language – I sing a lot to him) A2 
 
Ndiyanfundisa ukubala, (I teach him to count) X4 
His daddy’s Cousin is looking after him. She is the one that told me he was 
teething. She was the one that told me he gets these pimples - I then found out it 
was teething pimples - so she gives me this new remedy - if he gets these pimples 
I must wash him in rooibos tea - with the sunlight soap - not any soap - so she 
helps me a lot with him - concerning him E3 
 
Example of the 
kind of message 
sent 
Talk to someone you trust about your child and what you struggle with. Help is 
closer than you think it is 
 
 
The possible change in behavior and practice outcome suggested that mothers did 
perform the activities with their children as specified in the messages and used the 
resources available to them in their everyday environment. 
5.2.2.2 Learning outcome 2: Meaningful play 
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Learning outcome two (LO2) stated that mothers understood the importance of 
engaging in meaningful play with their children and know that children learn from birth 
through meaningful play with a caring adult (and follow five easy steps to do this: 
LOOK, COPY, TALK, TAKE TURNS, ASK).  
These five steps were adapted from an existing parenting programme, called ‘Vroom’ 
(an intervention from the Harvard Centre of the Developing Child, funded by the Bezos 
Family Foundation) to a ‘Brain Building Basics’ structure. The Brain Building Basics 
structure comprised of these five steps: Look, follow, chat, take turns, and stretch (The 
Bezos Family Foundation 2017, p.7). This high-level Brain Building Basics structure 
was adapted for the South African context as LOOK, COPY, TALK, TAKE TURNS, 
ASK. (Plaatjies, et al. 2017, p. 6-7). The messages for this outcome made explicit the 
five steps when interacting with the child by,  
Mothers gave various examples of how they help their child develop and learn and 
that they were interested in their child’s development. In Table 5.6 I reflected on the 
key focus of the message, questions asked during the visit, the example of the 
message and the responses of the mother. In terms of specific interests, there was a 
wide range of topics that range from when they start walking, what to feed them by 
asking what a healthy diet is. One of the mothers shared how she teaches her child:  
Teach him words - every day you tell him a new word or then he has a very bad 
thing that he does - if he is in a warm bath he wants to make a poo in the warm 
bath - so I pick him up and put him on the toilet - but de don’t want to poo in the 
toilet - so every time he does that in the bath - he knows - then I put him on the 
toilet - that’s how I will get to potty training and teach him new words every day - 
like NO and WHY - like short words not like long words (E3). 
 
Table 5.6: Learning outcome 2: Meaningful play  
Key focus of the 
message 
looking at what the child is doing;  
copying what the child is doing;  
talking to the child in their home language and full sentences; 
allowing the child to do something by taking turns with child; and  




Are you interested in how your child develops and grows? If Yes is there anything 
specific that you are interested in? 
 
Complete. I think my child starts learning when they: Are conceived, are born, start 
walking, start talking, can listen and follow instruction, can read, can write, go to 
preschool, go to Grade R, go to Grade 1 
 






Mothers responded that their children start to learn when they: 
Start walking - when he was 9 months old (E1) 
 
Start learning at 7 / 6 months yes (E4) 
Wanneer hy skool toe gaan (when he goes to school) (A3) 
 
The response to the question about when the child starts to learn was that 
The grant is not enough for him to go to school. What will help is to feed him good 
food (X4). 
The mother suggested that the child cannot go to school because the child grant is 
not enough and that the child can only start to learn if he gets food 
Example of the 
kind of 
message sent 
When you put your child to sleep, TALK using many different words: Goodnight, sleep 
peacefully, shut your eyes slowly, breathe deeply. TAKE TURNS to hug. 
 
 
5.2.3 Community support  
Building on the understanding that mothers struggle to learn outcome three suggested 
that mothers recognised that there were numerous free resources available to them in 
their everyday environment that could be used to stimulate their children. This was an 
important response to the home environments of 12 mothers, as it was clear that there 
was no expendable income to purchase special resources or toys for their children. 
Several of the mothers commented on changes to their lifestyle, as they have less 
time for themselves and far more responsibility. When we asked: How do you feel 
about being a mom?  
The Afrikaans mothers from Robertson (three of the mothers their child was a second 
child, for one mother this was her fourth child) replied positively to this question 
mentioning they ‘enjoy’, or ‘love’, ‘now happy’ or ‘it’s nice’. One mother was less 
positive, indicating that motherhood is ‘very difficult at times’ (and that she now needs 
to) give the child more attention’. For most of the isiXhosa mothers, this was their first 
child. For the one grandmother, this was her second grandchild (and second child to 
the biological mother). The isiXhosa mothers gave more mixed responses - with most 
of them acknowledging both positives and negatives. In Mitchell’s Plain, three of the 
mothers were first-time mothers, while for the fourth, the child was her sixth child. The 
Mitchell’s Plain mothers also balanced their responses mentioning that it was ‘50/50’, 
‘both exciting and tough’. Most of the mothers’ lives changed with the arrival of their 
babies. The interview findings indicate that most mothers go to someone older (like 
their mother, an aunty, a person that stays close by) for advice and whom they know 
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can help them materially. Some mothers do not have money to buy food or clothes for 
their babies - they mostly depend on family or people from the community.  
The childcare support available to the mothers varied considerably. While most 
mothers received some support from an immediate family member (the child’s 
grandmothers, aunts, uncles, great aunts, cousins) and the child’s father, two mothers 
only received support from the child’s father, and in one case this was limited. In 
Robertson, one mother received no support from her extended family and one mother 
had to pay her mother R100 a week and buy her electricity to receive support. Both 
these mothers received limited support from the father of their children as they are 
‘never at home’. The other three mothers received support from immediate family but 
only two of the three received support from the child’s father. All the mothers in 
Delft/Gugulethu received some support from their family, but unlike the mothers in 
Robertson or Mitchell’s Plain, this support was from a younger member of the family - 
a niece of the mother. The two mothers who receive help from their nieces also do not 
receive help from the fathers of their children while the other two mothers do. In 
Mitchell’s Plain, three of the mothers received support from the fathers of their children. 
The fourth did not but received help from her mother but her aunt and is able to send 
her child to a daycare centre. Table 5.7 shows the key message of the learning 
outcome, questions asked about the learning outcome during the visit, example of a 
message and a response of the mother on the question. 
Table 5.7: Community Support 
Key focus of the 
message 
the kind of resources that were freely available in the community;  
the support that mothers could receive from families, friends and communities;  
motivating mothers to play a caring role, for example, that children liked listening 
to stories and that it was necessary to tell children stories about anything and 
everything;  
different kind of childhood memory stories that could be shared with the child; and  




How do you feel about being a mom? 
How has your life changed now that you have a child? Is this your only child? 
Can you show me anything in your home that you use to stimulate your child? 
What things in the house or outside does your child play with (touch and feel and 
move)? 




It is not easy; I did not know what it takes to raise a child, It is difficult to put food 
on the table, the child needs time...someone [needs to be] present all the time, It 
is very hard 
Example of the 
kind of message 
sent 
Focusing on language, social and emotional development: When you put your 
child to sleep, TALK using many different words: Goodnight, sleep peacefully, 





The possible change in behaviour and practice suggested for the community support 
learning outcome is that mothers will act on the suggestions of the messages and 
reach out and make use of all free resources available. 
5.2.4 Home language 
All of the mothers living in Robertson identified Afrikaans as their home language, 
spoke Afrikaans to their household members and to their child, and both thought about 
and spoke about their problems in Afrikaans. Of the five mothers, only two had children 
who were exposed to a language besides Afrikaans. Most of the Robertson mothers 
indicated that they did not read to their babies or told stories. The one exception was 
a mother who reported reading out of the Bible and telling stories to her child. A few 
of the other mothers indicated that they spoke to their children ‘in baby language, 
babataal’. The assumption underlying this form of communication is to only expose 
children to the language that they were able to create. The one child sometimes heard 
English and another English and isiXhosa from its father’s family and friends. Some 
mothers were also hesitant to take their children to a library for fear of their child 
damaging library books (A1) or making a noise.  
The mothers living Delft and Gugulethu all identified isiXhosa as their home language 
and spoke isiXhosa to their household members and their children; all thought about 
and discussed their problems in isiXhosa. Their children did not hear any language 
besides isiXhosa. Most of the isiXhosa mothers reported singing and playing or telling 
stories to their children. Reading was seen to be more challenging. Where to find 
books was a concern (although one mother reported borrowing books from a friend). 
When asking about libraries (indicating awareness of this service) one said, ‘I have 
not even been to the library’. Most mothers indicated that free reading material was 
available at their local library but that they did not read to their child.  
The mothers living in Mitchell’s Plain all identified English as their home language. 
They all spoke English to their household members and their children. They thought 
and spoke about their problems in English. Unlike the children in Robertson, Delft and 
Gugulethu, three of the mother’s children heard Afrikaans, either from a nanny or at a 
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playgroup. Two Delft/Gugulethu mothers mentioned the clinic as a source of free 
reading materials. Other sources of (free) books included the library, school, family 
members, and purchasing books. Three of the mothers explained that their children 
tore up books and, therefore, they kept books away from their children.  
Table 5.8 shows the key focus of the message about home language, the questions 
asked during home visits, an example of the kind of message sent and a few 
responses from the mothers.  
Table 5.8: Home language 
Key focus of the 
message 
the importance of talking to the child in their home language about everyday 
environment;  
when the mother speaks to the child that she speaks in full sentences in her 
home language;  
using free resources available in the community to read to the child in their 
home language;  
asking questions in full sentences in their home language; and  
suggesting words that can be used and introduce when talking to the child in 
their home language, for example when dressing the child, talk about the 
weather, warm, cold, windy or rain, and referring to the clothes long sleeves, 
short sleeves, jersey or jacket.  
mothers acted on the information they received in the messages 
Questions asked 
during home visits 
Do you read to your baby?  
Or tell stories?  
How much do you think you talk to your baby? If Yes to reading, where do you 
get books to read to your baby? 
What is your home language? 
Do you speak your home language at home with your household members? 
Do you speak to your child in your home language? 
When you have problems with what language do you think about your 
problems? 
When you share your problems with a friend in what language do you speak? 
Is your child learning/hearing any other languages? If so, who speaks to them 
in another language? Let us talk a bit about how you think your child will learn 
languages: 
How do you hope that your child will learn your home language? 
How do you hope that your child will learn English? 
How do you hope that your child will learn another language?  
Responses from 
mothers 
Ja- lees uit die woord, die Bybel. Praat wanneer ons speel  
Yes- read from the word. The bible. Talk when we play A1 
 
Lees nie vir baba. Vertel nie stories. Praat net - babatjie taal. Don’t read to 
baby. Don’t tell stories. Just talk - baby language (A2). 
 
Hy is nou eens by die prentjies. Nee - Hy loop mos nou. Dan wys hy na ’n 
boom of ’n motor. Dan wil hy weet: “Wat is dit” Hy vra aanmekaar dan 
verduidelik ek vir hom. Dan raak hy, so opstandig dan moet ek opstaan dan 
loop ons tot by die boom dan wys hy. Ek was vir hom en praat met hom. 
No, he is only looking at pictures now. He is walking now. I show him a tree or 
a car, and then he wants to know ‘What is that’. He constantly asks that I 
explain things. He gets so demanding I walk to the tree and show him. I wash 




Andimxeleli amabali kodwa ndiyamculela. Uyawuthanda umculo, kakhulu xa 
ndimdlalela kumnxeba wam. 
No I don’t tell my child stories, but I do sing for him. He likes playing with my 
phone. He likes music from my phone. 
Andithethi kakhulu naye, ndibiza nje igama lakhe, ndithi makathathe izinto 
zakhe zokudlala 
I spend the whole day with him, but I spend few minutes talking to him, I would 
call him his name, or ask him to take his toys. then we talk a little (X1). 
Example of the kind 
of message sent 
Seasons change. When dressing your child, TALK about weather, clothes and 
colours. ASK: Hot or cold? Sunny or windy? Long or short sleeves? Red or 
Green?  
 
The multi-lingual environments in which the children were being raised were varied. It 
was, therefore, appropriate to include learning outcome four to support the mother to 
understand the importance of using home language when engaging with their children. 
There was a deliberate attempt in the message to encourage the mother to go beyond 
transactional talk (which tends to focus on nouns) and to introduce adjectives to 
describe weather and clothes. 
5.2.5 Daily routine 
I got to know about the mothers’ routines (and lack of routines) through my 
engagement with them during the home visits. A Sample of daily routine of A2 is cited 
here: 
Hy maak my wakker of ek vir hom 
Speel saam met hom en vat fotos 
Maar as hy nou nie lekker is dan moet ek hom gemaklik maak 
Hy het ’n borsie 
Neem hom na sy pa toe as ek gaan werk of hy is by my ma-hulle 
Begin werk van 13h00 tot 16h30 of 17h00 
Bad hom in die aand, maar die elke aand overal as dit koud is dan bad ek hom 
nie. Hy eet so 10h00 en 13h30 en 18h00 wanner my pa uitval 
Tussen tyd peusel hy saam met ons, chips en so. 
 
They wake-up each other; play with the baby and take photos; if the baby is sick 
then she makes the baby comfortable (the baby have chest problems). Take him 
to his father or leave him with her mom when she goes to work. Start working 
from 13h00 until 16h30 or 17h00. Eating times: 10h00, 13h30 and 18h00. Only 
bath baby at night when it is not cold.Baby eat chips with them as a snack (A2). 
 
The mother worked from 13:00 to 17:00. She started activities with her child by taking 
photos and playing with the mobile phone. The explanation of the mother did not give 
a clear sequence of bath time, eating time. Sample of a daily routine of X1: 
Into yokuqala endiyenzayo xa ndivuka ndi tshintsha umntwana inapukeni, 
ndakugqiba ndilungise isidlo sakusasa. Sakugqiba oko siyahlala sibukele 
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umabona kude. Okanye ndimnike izinto zokudlala adlale, ngamanye amaxesha 
ndidlala naye. Ndiqala uvumvasa ngentsimbi 11:00 emva koko uyalala. Mna ke 
ndibukela umabona kude xa elele. Okanye ngamanye amaxesha ndilale ecaleni 
kwakhe okanye ndifunde incwadi. Xa evukile ndiyamtyisa, ndimyeke adlale. 
Ngamanye amaxesha sihambe. Ixesha elininzi silichithela endlini 
 
First thing I do when I wake, I change my child’s nappy, prepare breakfast for my 
child and feed him. After that we sit around, and I watch tv, and he would play with 
his toys, sometimes I play with him. Around 11:00 am, I bath him, then he usually 
takes a nap. When he is napping, I would get time to bath as well, then watch tv 
or sometimes I sleep next to him while he is taking his nap or read a book. When 
he wakes up, I feed him and let him play, and we sometimes take a walk 
sometimes, but for few minutes. We spend most of our time indoors (X1). 
 
The mother says that she has a clear routine from the time the baby wakes-up. She 
also shares that they are doing different things on different days which indicate that 
not all days are the same. The routine of E4 starts at 5:30 in the morning: 
We wake up at 5:30 am, by 5:45 we are both up, and we start playing a bit 
By 6:15, he will have a feed; I’ll wake up his sister, get her ready for school 
By the time she is ready to go to school at 7:40, he is back to sleep. 
When she is off to school at about 8:20, he will; wake up, bath, breakfast, play 
10:10 till 11:00 is his nap time; then he will wake up, he will then have his snack 
12:00 is lunchtime then we play again 
Now that he is older, we walk, dance, sing nursery rhymes 
At 13:00 we go for chat school 
We come back, he’ll have his lunch, spend time with her then he is back to sleep 
thiis at about 14:00 
15:20 he will wake up, then he will wake up 
16:00 they will have bath time, and then it’s time for me to start cooking. 
Then my husband will come back from work, and he will take over. 
Then 18:30 we will have supper, again a little playtime. I leave him with his father 
for about ten minutes or so while I sit outside, catch my breath, come back inside 
watching TV a bit. 
We then help her build puzzles, fiddle a bit in her paint, and then he will go to 
sleep, between 19:30 and 20:00 he’ll be back to sleep 
He will wake up at 00:00 then 3:00 again then he is back to sleep. (E4) 
 
The mother explains her routine and what happens during the different hours of the 
day from 05:30 in the morning until 19:30/20:00 at night. 
All of the mothers from Robertson indicated that they were interested in all the 
suggested topics, and none of them made any further suggestions. Three of the 
Delft/Gugulethu mothers indicated that they would be specifically interested in more 
information about what food to give their child. The fourth mother indicated an interest 
in the brain development of her child. One of the mothers from Mitchell’s Plain 
indicated that she did not want information about recipes, but otherwise, all four 
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mothers were interested in all the suggested topics, see Table 5.8 giving detail about 





Table 5.9: Daily routine 
Key focus of 
the message 
Mothers knew the importance of a healthy daily routine. During the day there were 
various opportunities, for example, a) what to do during bath time; b) what to talk 
about during feeding time; c) what to do when a child is busy playing inside or 




Describe an average day in your life from the time you wake up to the time you go 
to sleep (during the week / over the weekend).  
 
Can you find time in the day for helping your child learn?  
 
When during the day do you find time to talk to and play with your child?  
 
At which times during the day, you think your child is learning the most? 
 
Which information about your child would be of interest to you: 
Games to play with your child 
How your child’s brain is developing 
Milestones 
Health information 
Recipe ideas for babies/toddlers 
Average schedule per age 
Understanding the world from your child’s perspective 
Support/motivational messages for you as the mom 
Responses 
from mothers 
Ndingathanda ukwazi ngendidi zokutya okulungele umntwana wam. Ngamanye 
amaxesha ndiye ndibone umntwana wam eqhinile ndingamazi nokuba bendimtyise 
ntoni. Ndiphinde ndingayazi nokuba ndingamtyisa ntoni ukunceda ukuqhina. 
 
I would like to know what types of food are good for my baby. I find that sometimes 
he gets constipated, and I would not remember what I have given him that is making 
him constipate. And what type of foods would help relieve constipation (X2). 
 
Ukubala (Counting games) and ukuzoba (art activities) (X2) 
 
Ndingathanda ukwazi ukuba kokuphi ukutya emandingatyisi kona okanye izinto 
emandimselisa zona.  
I would like to know what kind of food to feed the child and what kind of drinks to 
give him (X3). 
 
Ndingathanda ukwazi ukuba ingqondo ikhula njani . 
I would like to know how the brain develops (X4). 
 
I would have liked to know when he will start walking. A lot of people told me he 
was premature, so he only started to crawl and started to climb against stuff about 
a month and a half ago. From there on, everything was just very fast. So yes, I am 
interested in his development. He is 32 weeks premature (E2). 
 
Example of 
the kind of 
message 
sent 
During the bath, time TAKE TURNS with your child to play with the cloth. TALK in 
your home language using the words give/take, smooth/rough, warm/cold, wet/dry. 
 
 
The possible change in behaviour and practice for this learning outcome suggested 
that mothers would establish a healthy daily routine where they interact with their child.  
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5.2.6 Motivational messages 
The purpose of the motivational messages was to assure mothers that the role they 
played in their children’s lives was remarkable. 
Most of the mothers reported that they spent all of their time with their child (24/7). 
There were a few exceptions to this: A4 reported only seeing her child at night, as she 
is a seasonal worker; X4 indicated that she was home from work at 16:00 and was 
then home with her child, and E2 indicated that she spent about six hours with her 
child per day. For the Afrikaans speaking mothers in Robertson, two of the mothers 
were alone (and did not seek advice from anyone); one consulted their mother; 
another their mother-in-law, and another her sister. For the isiXhosa speaking 
mothers, mention was made of mothers, older women in the community, and friends 
who had babies. One of the isiXhosa mothers indicated that she trusted the clinic: ‘I 
always go to the clinic when I need some advice about the child’. There is nowhere 
else I go too. The Mitchell’s Plain mothers also consulted family members (mothers or 
fathers), while one was alone and did not get any advice. Table 5.9 gives more detail 
about the key focus of the message, questions ask during the home visits, an example 
of a message and the mothers’ responses to the question. 




x mothers knew how to show care and affection to their children 
x link to motivational, information and action messages by focussing on mothers as 
the first teacher and home as the first classroom;  
x inform mothers that spending time with their child was right and that every 
moment count; and  






x Who do you turn to for help and advice about being a mother? 
x Who else is helping you to look after the baby?  
x Is the baby’s father involved with childcare or in supporting you and them? 
x When you are sick, what kind of support do you have from your family members? 
x When your baby is sick, what kind of support do you get from your family 
members? 
x What is the involvement of your family members with regard to the development 
and learning for your child? 
x What do you hope this does? What changes do you hope to see from that person 
and how they care for your child? 





Answer to question about support X1 
Ndizifumana kumama, xa ephangele ndifumana kumheza. 
Nomama bakwa Philani bayasinceda, basifundisa ukuncancisa nokubaluleka kwebisi 
lebele. 
Bayawajonga nama khadi ase cliniki bajonge nenaliti zomntwana. 
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I get them from my mother, but she is working so she not here all the time. I also get 
them from older women who are my neighbours. I also get from mom mentors (from 
Philani) who visit us. They do not work at the clinic. I am not sure where they work. 
But they visit us. They teach us breastfeeding and why it is important to breastfeed. 
They also check our clinic visit and look at the injections the child is getting (X1). 
Example of 
the kind of 
message 
sent 
Relax, you are doing your best to look after your child! Your child feels secure and 
loved when you hold them tight. 
 
 
The possible change in behavior and practice suggested that mothers interacted 
meaningfully with their children during daily routines and that they talked and read to 
their children in their home language more frequently.  
I hope to have demonstrated the ways in which the voices of the mothers were listened 
too when the messages were developed and were then evident in the learning 
outcomes. The learning outcomes focused on messages to motivate mothers as first 
teachers who engage with their children in their home language through meaningful 
play throughout the daily routine.  
The first home visit to mothers suggested that mothers felt alone, poor and unaware 
and that they wanted the information to help their children grow strong. When the 
Afrikaans mothers shared their stories about reasons why they did not receive the 
messages, it was clear that it was wrong to assume that the mothers were receiving 
the messages. We found that throughout the project, mothers shared stories about 
their circumstances and their children’s development. I visited mothers in their homes 
asking questions, listening how they answered the different questions. A further 
reflection confirmed that the responses of mothers to questions were linked to the 
learning outcomes. This gave an indication of whether the messages were interpreted 
as intended because the receiver could either ‘agree, disagree, or compromise’ (Hall, 
1973; McQuail, 2010). 
Finally, I focus on knowledge gains of the mothers from the messages and how the 
knowledge gains influenced their relationship with their children. In this regard, I 
preface my discussion with the suggested evidence I gleaned from engagement with 
the mothers.  
182 
 
5.2.7 Reflecting on mothers’ learning  
The ChildConnect SMS-tech curriculum aimed to build language development in 
addition to the other early childhood development content pillars.  
During the third and fourth home visits, the responses from the case study participants 
revealed that they and their children had benefitted. The mothers reported that the 
messages inspired them as the children's first teacher, informed them about their 
children's development, and also gave them options on how to interact or keep their 
children busy.  
Mothers and caregivers gave very positive feedback about the messages and said 
that it taught them how to bond and interact with their children; that the messages 
were compelling; and that it helped them to understand their children better. They said 
that the messages advised them how to speak correctly to their children and not to 
use baby language.  
One of the mothers said she read the messages repeatedly and that it taught her to 
understand how her child's brain develops and learns: 
It tries to show you how to interact with your child and how to make his brain more 
developed. It gives you more advice about your child also. And it also shows you 
how you can do things with your child (E3) 
Another mother told me: 
Teaches how to interact with your child and it teaches stuff about yourself and 
teaches you that you also need a break and it like sets you free mentally (E2) 
When I asked E3 about the time she gets the message, she told me:  
You get the messages like 08:00 in the morning on a Monday, Wednesday – not 
all the days of the week but different mornings – but in the mornings before I 
wake-up I get the messages – on the dot 08:00 (E3) 
She further elaborates: 
It teaches you how to bond and interact with your child then just sitting around 
with children and to teach them how they should be in different homes. (E3) 
Another mother said she keeps her messages:  
Read it straight away. 
Keep messages. 
Read it twice 
Goes back to old messages (E2) 
She (E2) also shared with me that she liked the messages that said she must talk to 
her child and that it built her spirit: 
The talking part  
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When he says stuff then I say it with him 
It makes me feel like a have a friend that’s building my spirit up (E2) 
 
The results from the bigger ChildConnect pilot group showed that preliminary evidence 
of knowledge gains, comparing pre-test learning outcome scores to post-test learning 
outcomes scores across treatment and control groups for ChildConnect. While the 
evidence of knowledge gains is slight, it is in the right direction. The exploratory 
process adopted demonstrated how to measure shifts in learning with a rigorous 
experimental design (Roberts et al., 2019, p.11). 
From the beginning, explicit attention was given to the learning part of the programme. 
The content pillars linked closely to learning outcomes, which clearly stated the 
intended learning that should take place when the receiver interacted with the 
messages. Kindon, Pain, & Kesby, (2007) suggest four possible opportunities within 
PAR programme which encourage co-learning and knowledge gains: (i) learning 
throughout the research process; (ii) multiple participants create opportunities for 
multiple knowledge; (iii) diverse learning relations; (iv) diverse motivations; and (v) 
diverse agendas which influenced the learning (p.188). Extensive analysis of the 
ChildConnect pilot and the broader study suggested that co-learning and knowledge 
gains happened. 
The mothers were involved in the project from the beginning. The same questions that 
were asked to test their knowledge about child development at the beginning were 
repeated at the end of the programme. During the second visit, mothers were given 
an opportunity to do an activity with their child, and the same was repeated at the end 
of the fourth visit. This activity was video recorded and gave me an opportunity to see 
if the interactions between mothers and their children had changed from receiving the 
first message until they have received the last message. At the outset, mothers had 
an opportunity to say what they expected from the programme, and what they have 
learnt from the programme when it ended. After mothers had received the first set of 
messages, I asked several questions that related to each of the learning outcomes. 
The questions and answers are repeated here. 
In relation to LO1: Know that they are their child’s first teacher (and have some 
knowledge and ideas on how to play this role). 
1. Who do you think is your child’s first teacher? 
184 
 
2. Do you know some ways you can help your child learn? 
3. Can you give me an example? 
The Afrikaans mothers did not receive the first set of messages and did not answer 
specific questions about the messages. E1 said she is her child’s first teacher.  
I am my child’s first teacher. By asking him questions and instructing him – just to 
see if he is going to respond to what I am saying. And in the week, I see there is 
something new now – I ask him: Where your nose? and he is showing me. Where 
are your ears? – and he shows me – things like that I now do it on a regular basis 
just to see if he remembers what I am asking him (E1) 
The mother said she knew that she was her child’s first teacher. She said it is important 
to observe her child as she can’t talk but showed her things around the house to 
communicate what she wanted:  
Ewe ndiyayazi ukuba ndim utitshala wokuqala.–  
Yes, I know I am the first teacher. (X3) 
Ngamanye amaxesha umntwana uyakubiza angathethi kulula ukusuka udikwe, 
kodwa ngoku ndimamela uba akathethi ndimjonge lento ayenzayo, umlandele 
ngamehlo. Ukuyibona into akubonisa yona. Mhlawumbi ufuna ukulala ngoba 
akakwazi ukuthetha uthatha izinto ezikubonisayo ukuba ufuna ukulala. Wena 
njengomzali funeka ujonge uzame ukujonga uba uzama uthini (X3). 
Sometimes your child calls you and not say anything, it easy to get tired. If she 
does not talk, I look at what she is doing, or I follow her with my eyes to see what 
she is showing me. Maybe she wants to sleep, because she cannot talk, she uses 
things around the house to show what she wants to do. As a parent, you need to 
observe what is trying to say. 
 
The questions related to LO2: Know that children learn from birth through meaningful 
play with a caring adult and know to follow 5 easy steps for meaningful play: LOOK, 
COPY, TALK, TAKE TURNS, ASK. We asked: 
x Do you know what those steps are?  
x Could explain the 5 steps to a friend? 
x Can you show me how you use those steps with your child? 
E1 said playing and talking to each other, repeating, and asking a question, and X1 
remembered to look, ask, give turns and to listen. X3 gave an example of how the 
child copies her:  
Playing, talk to each other, and repeat and ask questions (E1) 
Ewe, Jonga, Buza, nikanani amathuba, mamela,(X3) 




Ndiyamlinganisa xa ethetha into, ahleke uyathanda xa ndithetha into ayithethayo. 
Xa ndibukele I TV andibone ndihleka, uyandijonge naye aphele ehleka le nto 
ndiyihlekayo angayaziyo noba yintoni. 
I say what she says, and she laughs she likes when repeating what she says. If I 
am watching TV and she sees me laughing, she also laughs although she doesn’t 
know what I am laughing at (X3). 
In relation to LO3 – Know that there are many free resources available to them in their 
everyday environment that can be used to stimulate their children. Mothers were 
asked: Is there anything that you have bought or made for your child, because of 
ChildConnect? E2 said she puts beans in a jug, she gave her child pencils to write 
with but he played the drums with the pencils and was also starting to draw: 
I made a shaker with a jug and some beans. And I gave him some pencils, and 
now he is starting to make drums. And he is starting to draw (E2). 
X1 said to put small rocks in a bottle:  
Akhonto ndiyithengileyo mna andifuni uxoka, nala msebenzi uthi galela amatye 
ebhotileni. Ndathi ndakujonga ngafumanisa ukuba akhobhotile apha. Ndaske 
ndasebsenzi I toyi ukwenza la msebenzi.  
 
I have not brought anything I don’t want to lie, I remember about putting small 
rocks in a bottle, I didn’t find an empty bottle I decided to use a toy that will do the 
same thing as the bottle with stones (X1). 
LO4 - Know that it is important to talk in their home language, using a wide range of 
vocabulary and full sentences with their child. We asked: Imagine your friend comes 
to visit you. Your friend only says short, simple words to her child. She talks like a 
baby. Can you explain to or advise your friend about how a child learns a language? 
E1 responded that she would tell her friend that talking baby language did not help her 
child to speak properly: 
That she mustn’t speak baby language because it doesn’t help him and we want 
him to speak properly (E1). 
E3 said that her child has started to speak, so she spoke to him slowly  
Yes, and he is starting to talk very nicely, I say stuff slowly, and I continuously say 
it. (E3) 
E2 said she gets mad at her husband if he does not speak properly to the child  
Now I get mad even with my husband. I tell him no. You speak to them properly 
and not in baby language (E2). 
X1 said she would tell her friend that she must use proper words, for example, if her 
child cried, she would ask her child: do you want to sleep? 
Ndingaxalela ukuba ayilunganga lento uyenzayo. Thetha nomntwana akuve. 
Uzakuyenza into oyithethayo. Umzekelo mna xa ekhalela into engayaziyo, 




I would also tell her it’s not right to talk in baby language with a child, talk words 
so the child can hear. She is going to say what you are telling her. For example, 
when my child is crying, and I know she wants to sleep, I say “Lulo sleep” or “what 
do you nto” (X1). 
She further suggested that she would tell her friend if she mimicked words the child 
would copy the words and that won't help the child’: 
Ndimxelela uba xa uthetha uteketha umntwana uzakukhula naye ethetha njalo, 
biza amagama xa uthetha nomntwana awumncedi umntwana, uzakuthetha njani?  
 
I would tell that if she mimicks words, the baby will also mimic words, I will advise 
her to speak clear words because she is not helping the child (X1). 
In relation to LO5 – Know that there are many opportunities in the daily routine of a 
child which can be used for learning, we asked mothers when they use ChildConnect, 
and when do they try and teach their child during the day. E1 responded that she has 
specific times because she is busy:  
Specific times and not all the times because I’m busy (E1). 
The mother told me that bath time was so much different after receiving the messages: 
Bath time is so different (E2). 
Another mother said that she incorporated the messages in everything she did with 
her child:  
Ndimsebenzisa ekuseni elaxesha ndifumana ngalo umnyalezo xa evuka ndeza 
lanto ibithethwa kumnyalezo. Naxa ndibuya emsebenzini ndiphinda ndiyijonge 
ndiyenze. Ibayinto endiyifakayo kuyo yonke into endiyenzayo nomntwana ixesha 
lonke. 
 
I use it in the morning the time I receive the message, when she wakes up, I do 
what the message said. And also when I come from work I read the message 
again and do it. It becomes something I incorporate into everything I do with my 
child (X1). 
All mothers said that with ChildConnect, they truly try harder to help their child learn 
(true or false question) and that they didn’t feel lonely anymore (true or false question). 
When asked to complete the sentence: With ChildConnect I …mothers responded: 
With ChildConnect ..I learn a lot of my child and how to interact and what is 
important for my child and how he grows (E4). 
With ChildConnect…I feel like I have a friend, even though I am alone. I found 
another support system. A second parent (E1). 
 
Ndi fumene enye. umzali wam wesibini 




The first home visit to mothers suggested that mothers felt alone, poor and unaware 
and that they wanted the information to help their children grow strong. When the 
Afrikaans mothers shared their stories about reasons why they did not receive the 
messages, it was clear that it was wrong to assume that the mothers were receiving 
the messages. We found that throughout the project, mothers shared stories about 
their circumstances and their children’s development. The bigger ChildConnect group 
did not have the benefit of someone visiting them and having a conversation to make 
sure that they received the messages and that the messages were helping. They only 
had multiple survey questions and a question once per week, asking if they wanted 
more information (to strengthen two-way communication). A further reflection 
confirmed that the responses of mothers to questions were linked to the learning 
outcomes. This gave an indication of whether the messages were interpreted as 
intended because the receiver could either “agree, disagree, or compromise” (Hall, 
1973; McQuail, 2010). 
LO6 suggested mothers to be more motivated and supported as part of a community 
of other caregivers. From the responses from the mothers, it was clear that the 
messages had a positive effect on the mothers during interaction with their children. 
This was a positive finding, but it largely depended on self-reported data from the 12 
case study mothers.  
Roberts, Mostert, and Plaatjies (2019) note that: 
To the best of our knowledge, there seem to be very few studies on SMS 
programmes which report on knowledge gains in relation to specific learning 
outcomes – particularly when the intervention targets lifelong learning of adults in 
an informal setting in low-income communities in Africa (p.2). 
It was, therefore, important that the larger ChildConnect pilot study was designed to 
measure knowledge gains. The experimental design, which randomly allocating half 
of the targeted population to a treatment group and help from the population to a 
control group, was therefore included. During the research process, various 
opportunities were used to test the treatment and control group’s knowledge and 
learning gains. To measure changes over time, the same questions that were asked 
at the baseline survey were repeated at the end.  
The results of the baseline and end-line survey responses tested if there were any 
significant changes over time and coded as in Table 5.11 on a scale to:  
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develop a composite measure of learning gains; each response to a question was 
coded on a scale of 1 (worst) to 4 (best). For the last two questions, the scale was 
from 1 (worst) to 5 (best). For each individual, we summed their item scores to 
calculate a ‘learning outcome score’ on a scale of 7 (worst) to 30 (best) (Roberts 
et al., 2019, p.5). 
 
Table 5.11: Factor analysis coding (Roberts et al., 2019, p.5) 
Domains and learning outcome questions 








My child is too young to learn.  1 2 3 4 n/a 
My child understands only single words 
and baby talk.  
1 2 3 4 n/a 
 
Domains and learning outcome questions 







I know how to help my child’s brain grow 
clever and strong. 
1 2 3 4 n/a 
In my house, there are many things my 
child can learn from 
1 2 3 4 n/a 
It is easy to think of ways to teach my child 
something every day. 
1 2 3 4 n/a 
Domain 3: Community support Never    Often 
How often does another adult help you 
look after your child? 
1 2 3 4 5 
How often in the last week have you talked 
to someone you trust about your child's 
learning?  
1 2 3 4 5 
 
Using exploratory factor analysis, it emerged that the learning outcomes clustered into 
three domains, and these were then used to further explore differences between the 
treatment and control groups, and the influence of demographic and engagement 
factors (Roberts et al., 2019). The three domains which emerged from the factor 
analysis are presented in Table 5.12. 
 
Table 5.12:  Learning outcomes clustered into 3 domains 
Domain Learning Outcome 
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Domain 1: Beliefs about child  
My child is too young to learn 
My child understands only single words and baby talk 
Domain 2: Beliefs about self 
I know how to help my child’s brain grow clever and strong. 
In my house, there are many things my child can learn from 
It is easy to think of ways to teach my child something every day 
Domain 3: Community support 
How often does another adult help you look after your child? 
How often in the last week have you talked to someone you trust 
about your child's learning? 
 
In domain one (beliefs about the child) the scoring showed that there was a slight shift 
in response between the baseline and end-line survey from both groups. The same 
shift was noticed in domain 2 (belief about self), however, a significant shift in 
responses was noticed with regard to domain 3 (community support), as illustrated in 
Table 6.2. Although the shifts were not huge, definite learnings took place: 
The treatment group performed better on their learning outcome score than those 
in the control group by ~0.7 points (Cohen’s d = 0.21, small effect size, but non-
trivial). This shows that there was a small but measurable positive effect on the 
knowledge gains of the treatment group compared to the control. (Roberts, 
Mostert, Plaatjies, 2019) 
Because there were positive findings relating to learning gains, I wanted to reflect on 
the SMS-tech framework in relation to its quality and possible utility for other low-
income communities. 
5.2.8 Frequency and structure 
In this section, I describe the decisions made about how often the messages were to 
be sent and the structure of messages over time. Frequency referred to how often per 
week a message was to be sent. We also had to consider on which days and time the 
messages were to be delivered for the mass communication parenting programme.  
The assumptions made were guided by the 12 mothers. The first assumption related 
to frequency. The second assumption related to tolerance for more information where 
the innovation of allowing participants to respond to one message, then receive 
additional messages (referred to as a ‘burst message’). The third assumption was 
about message structure or the pattern of messages (where a motivate-inform-act 
pattern was used weekly). What follows is an account of how these assumptions arose 
and were identified as worthy of testing in the co-design journey. 
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When the 12 mothers were asked about the frequency of the messages, most mothers 
said that they would like to receive the messages three times per week, and some 
even suggested every day. One of the mothers responded:  
It will depend on the messages if the massages motivate me and if my baby is 
getting help. I would stay connected (E2) 
In the industry research meeting, C1 and M1 questioned whether the ‘three messages 
per week’ frequency had been tested in the South African context. As it had not been 
researched but was an assumed threshold, the mothers were asked about how 
frequently they would like to receive the messages.  
The MomConnect message frequency had been three times per week. In an industry 
research meeting, both F1 and T1 felt that the same frequency would be appropriate 
for ChildConnect project (Industry meetings 2017, Unpublished). They felt that sending 
more frequent messages would be overwhelming and that the targeted mothers would 
leave the service. T1 reported that the choice to use 3 messages per week for 
MomConnect had been informed by research on using SMS to stop smoking in 
developed country contexts (Industry meetings 2017, Unpublished).  
When I subsequently investigated smoking cessation, interventions delivered via text 
message, I found a study (Kong, Ells, Camenga, & Krishnan-Sarin, 2014) where the 
messages were more frequent – and that the programme had only been over 8 weeks. 
To motivate smokers to quit smoking dosage of messages in the first two weeks which 
are called the preparation phase are two messages per day, during the quitting phase 
smokers get three messages per day for 3-6 weeks, and the last phase, called the 
maintenance phase, participants receive one message per day for 7-8 weeks (Kong, 
Ells, Camenga, & Krishnan-Sarin, 2014 p.16). 
While the industry role players knew what the 12 mothers preferred, it was not known 
whether these preferences would be shared in a wider population. Mostert et al. (2019) 
explain that three assumptions about participant engagement were at the outset of the 
ChildConnect project, with “Assumption 1: most parents will not tolerate more than 
three messages a week” (p.3). This assumption was made explicit and tested in the 
pilot as a result of the co-design process, where the 12 mothers had requested three 
messages or more as their preferred frequency.  
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With only 12 mothers, it was felt that we did not have enough information to be certain 
about the optimal frequency for messages. The overall request for three days per 
week, with some asking for daily messages, also suggested that providing more 
information should be tested in the ChildConnect project and subsequently the same 
question was asked in the bigger group of the project (treatment and control group).  
Figure 5.1 shows that most of the receivers of the messages (ChildConnect project) 
wanted to receive messages daily.  
 
Figure 5.1: Results: How often would you like to get SMS about caring 
for your one-year-old child? (ChildConnect project) 
The idea to have messages that focused on information seemed important as the 12 
mothers had expressed interest in information about child-rearing, and the theme of 
‘developmental challenges in the second year of the child's life’ and ‘helplessness with 
a growing child’.  
But the mothers’ appetite for information seemed greater than just one information 
message per week. A message format was considered where recipients of a message 
when responding to an information message, which would then trigger more 
messages offering further information. The new structure of the message was referred 
to as a ‘burst message’: first ask a question, reply, and then respond with more 
information. So, the responses of the mothers led to the decision to make longer 
messages available in ‘burst’ format, by asking: Do you want to know more? Reply 
YES. Herewith an example of the burst message flow: 
192 
 
Your child's behaviour can make others feel good or bad. Do you think [your child] 
knows this? Reply YES or NO (free SMS). Reply STOP to opt-out  
When they replied YES, they received the following message:  
It's good that your child understands that their behaviour can make others feel 
good or bad. Your child is not too young to learn about good behaviour. Teach 
[your child] from the beginning that your NO is NO. Do not reward any behaviour 
with sweets or chips. TALK to [your child] about good behaviour. Your child learns 
from you. You are their first teacher. Remember the five easy steps to help your 
child's brain grow clever and strong: LOOK, COPY, TALK, TAKE TURNS, ASK 
(Plaatjies et al., 2017). 
When they replied NO, they received the following message:  
Your child is not too young to learn about good behaviour. Explain that their 
behaviour can make others feel good or bad. Teach [your child] from the 
beginning that NO is NO. Do not reward any behaviour with sweets and chips. 
TALK to [your child] about proper behaviour. Your child learns from you. You are 
their first teacher. Remember the five steps to help your child's brain grow clever 
and strong: LOOK, COPY, TALK, TAKE TURNS, ASK (Plaatjies et al., 2017). 
The example of the burst shows that even if the receiver answered NO, they still 
received a burst. The assumption that mothers can only tolerate three messages per 
week was found to be incorrect because there was a clear appetite for more messages 
than those provided (Mostert et al., 2019a). 
We also asked mothers to select on what day and at what time they would prefer to 
get the messages; the majority of mothers selected early morning. One of the 
respondents said she it does not make a difference at what time the messages get 
delivered: 
It does not matter, and even if I am at work, I will read the message (E4) 
The same question was tested with the bigger group which confirm that they want to 
receive the message between six and nine in the morning. Messages were delivered 
at eight in the morning.  
In relation to structuring the messages, T1 suggested that a weekly cycle of three 
types of messages may work well, and referred to an ‘inspire, inform and act’ cycle of 
messages. This seemed to fit the mothers' needs as observed from the home visits. 
The idea of having some messages that inspired or motivated mothers were supported 
by themes of ‘helplessness’ and ‘isolation’. This also seemed appropriate as all the 
mothers had chosen messages with a tone that was ‘benefit to self’. Motivation 
messages were, therefore included. Herewith a sample of a message that motivates: 
Relax, you are doing your best to look after your child! Your child feels secure and 
loved when you hold them tight to opt-out reply STOP (Plaatjies et al., 2017). 
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So, the home visits and 12 mother’s responses to the questions asked in their 
interview; influenced the following decisions:  
1. to send 3 messages per week 
2. to test appetite for more information by offering a ‘burst message’, and  
3. to try a weekly cycle of motivating, information, and action message.  
Every Wednesday, a message was sent to check engagement which provides an 
opportunity for two-way communication. The recruitment messages resulted in the 
delivery formats and selection of treatment and control groups. The decision to invite 
secondary caregivers stem from the mothers’ feedback that they alone, unaware and 
poor as indicated in Chapter 4. The introduction of having secondary caregivers are 
also linked to LO6. The choice of software allowed for greater flexibility of delivering 
the messages. 
5.2.9 Using SMS, measure engagement, and changing the technical platform  
The message-service suggests that even participants who did not have to have a 
mobile phone but have access to a mobile phone (maybe belonging to the father of 
child or boyfriend or one of the family members), they can be part of the pilot project. 
From the initial visit, we first learnt that mobile phones needed to be charged, and for 
that, they needed electricity. So, if receivers did not have access to electricity, they 
would not be able to receive the messages. Secondly, to receive the messages on a 
mobile phone the mothers had to give permission. This gave them a choice to join the 
service or not. Thirdly, not everyone could afford to buy airtime on a regular basis, 
which they needed to receive an SMS, let alone buying data to access the internet.  
The use of the SMS platform as the communication tool that was taken from the 
feedback from mothers about their mobile phone strengthen by the bigger group 
(ChildConnect project ) when they responded to the question on how would you prefer 
to get information about caring for your child the majority of respondents preferred to 
receive their messages via SMS. At the initial stages of the project, the consideration 
was to use the same software as MomConnect to send messages. However, the 
monitoring and evaluation models required the software to allow users to respond to 
questions, surveys, and adapt content when needed.  
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Because the MomConnect software programme was not built as a two-way 
communications tool and timed-out when receivers did not reply within a certain time, 
I had to do paper-based surveys test to garner the time it will take for someone to 
complete a survey. The results show that it took about 90 seconds for the Afrikaans 
and English readers to complete the questionnaire and the IsiXhosa readers it took 
longest, 120 seconds. The decision to use RapidPro, was because it is a freely 
available open-source product offered by UNICEF and are built for scaling of mobile 
services and allowed the technical developers to freely make and add changes to the 
content of the messages. The decision was captured in one of the meetings:  
 [the] software system used by MomConnect was designed for national-scale 
implementation of messaging programmes and does not offer many of the 
features incorporated in the ECD messaging pilot design, e.g. optional content 
offers and closed questions, therefore, RapidPro was selected by the technical 
developers because its better suited to use in a pilot situation requiring greater 
flexibility (Funder, Technology partner, Content developer, January 2017 Scope of 
Work, internal report, ChildConnect project, unpublished report). 
The software needed to be an inexpensive, flexible, sustainable, and an open-source 
platform that could be used to design for scale. Mostert et al. (2019) explain that “A 
core benefit of RapidPro (as compared to other messaging platforms) is the ability to 
manage Contacts, Flows and Campaigns in a rich user interface environment”  (p.3). 
It is important to note that mothers did not have stable access to mobile phones and 
that mothers can choose to join a service, read the message as mentioned earlier 
about access.  
5.2.10 Expanding the ECD public: from ‘mothers’ to ‘caregivers’ 
The introduction of secondary caregivers to join the service are explained in chapter 
4, where we learnt that the mothers’ households are typically large (half of the 
households have more than five members), of whom only half are employed (6 of the 
12 households have only one breadwinner). In Robertson, the number of people living 
in a household of the mothers varies between 3 and 9. In all households, at least one 
person is working but only in one of the households, more than 2 people were doing 
seasonal work. The households of the mothers in Delft/Gugulethu also have between 
3 and 9 members. In three of these households, only 1 member is working and in the 
fourth, 2 members work. In Mitchell’s Plain, the households of the mothers are larger 
- ranging between 6 and 8 people per household. In two households there were three 
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members of the family working, and in the other two households, only one person 
worked. The results of this analysis were then compared to the bigger group. The first 
five messages during week 1 explained what the messages were about and how 
mothers and caregivers can join the service. Mostert et al., (2019) note the uptake 
after the recruitment messages were sent: 
3 015 mothers were invited. Out of these, 735 (24.4%) chose to join. Of the 735 
who chose to join, 247 (33.6%) chose to invite a secondary caregiver. Of those 
invited, 164 (66.4%) chose to join. (p.5) 
When caregivers accepted the invitation to join the service, they received the first 
baseline survey questions followed by midline and end-line survey questions that 
resulted in a clear profile of the secondary caregivers. The results show that the 
majority receiving the messages were in their 20’s and are either a mother, father, 
grandparent, aunt, uncle or nanny or daycare mother. The results also show that not 
everyone chose to receive messages in their home language. Herewith the questions 
and the results of the responses. The answer and reply to each message matched 
with a number.  A further question asked how many children in your care are under 
the age of 6. The results in Figure 5.6 shows that most of the participants that 
responded to the survey question had one child under six years old in their care (358); 




Figure 5.2: Results: How many children in your care are under the age 
of 6? 
The results in Figure 5.6 show that most of the participants that responded to the 
survey question only have one child in their care (358) who were under six years; there 
were 15 participants that cared for more than six children. 
5.2.11 Investigating options for the tone of messages  
I now focus on a critical event in the co-design journey which related to the choice of 
tone for the messages.  
When the first messages were sent, T1 invited an International university to be part of 
the Industry meeting. The position of the international university was that, according 
to their studies, the tone of the messages would influence uptake the following position 
was shared during an email conversation by the university representative suggest that 
it has been proven that health messages that are perceived as ‘self-relevant’ which 
include individual behaviours are more positive and influence behaviour (Scholz et al., 
2017). They further argued that if the tone of the messages were more direct and 
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showed social proof, the receivers would be more likely to continue wanting to receive 
the messages (Scholz et al., 2017). 
These claims were based on experiences in the international university’s context (and 
not in South Africa) which claimed that if the observation result into any positive effects 
of these framing manipulations in the pilot group, these manipulations could be 
implemented in the full-scale project, with the goal of improving message uptake in the 
population (Meeting minutes Unpublished March 2017). C3 and M4 however, 
suggested that different tones of messages must first be tested with the mothers 
before a final decision was made about the tone of the messages.  
The mothers completed a questionnaire that specifically focused on the tone of 
messages. As a result, four different tone messages were introduced to the mothers. 
Herewith examples of the different tone of messages:  
x Direct tone messages - Today at breakfast, listen and TALK to your child in 
your home language and/or Walk with your child to the nearest library. Find 
out if they have reading times or special activities for young children. Join the 
library. Read to your child. 
x Explicit instruction messages - Exercise is good for your body and your mind. 
Go for a walk at least twice per week. A healthy parent makes a healthy family 
and/or Today at breakfast LOOK at what your child is looking at; and/or Your 
child is growing quickly and wants to walk, play, and talk. Enjoy every new 
discovery your child makes - and tell someone else about it too. 
x The benefit to self-messages - It will help you and your child if you listen and 
TALK to your child in your home language during breakfast and/or Your child 
is growing quickly and wants to walk, play and talk; and/or Your child is 
growing quickly and wants to walk, play and talk. Enjoy every new discovery 
your child makes. Share your child's new discoveries with someone. 
x Social proof messages - Many parents help their babies learn at breakfast by 
LOOKING at what their child is looking at; and/or Exercise is good for your 
body and your mind. Find the time to go for a walk at least twice per week. A 
healthy parent makes a healthy family. 
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Mothers were asked to give their responses to the tone of five pairs in 10 different 
messages. They had the option to choose which message they preferred, A or B, and 
why, as shown in Table 5.13. The last column provides the choices the mothers made 
and why they chose different messages.  
Table 5.13: Tone of messages 
Option A Option B Choice and quotes from mothers 
Direct tone: 
Your child is growing quickly 
and wants to walk, play, and 
talk. Enjoy every new 
discovery your child makes. 
Share your child's new 
discoveries with someone. 
The benefit to self: 
Your child is growing quickly 
and wants to walk, play, and 
talk. Enjoy every new 
discovery your child makes - 
and tell someone else about it 
too. 
Option A as the message is more 
direct. 
Don't want to feel obligated to tell 
someone – mothers suggest that if 
they share it with someone, then it 
will be part of a conversation, not just 
telling another person. 
The benefit to self: 
Exercise is good for your body 
and your mind. Find the time to 
go for a walk at least twice per 
week. A healthy parent makes 
a healthy family. 
Explicit instruction: 
Exercise is good for your body 
and your mind. Go for a walk 
at least twice per week. A 
healthy parent makes a 
healthy family. 
Option A as it suggests and  
Option B demands. Mothers 
indicated that their own problems are 
their biggest problems and that they 
do not want to be told on finding the 
time – they said: if we have the time 
they will go for a walk. 
The benefit to self: 
Walk with your child to the 
nearest library. Find out if they 
have reading times or special 
activities for young children. 
Join the library. Read to your 
child. 
Direct tone: 
Walk with your child to the 
nearest library. Do they have 
reading times or special 
activities for young children? 
Join the library. Read to your 
child. 
Option A because B is a question. 
Most of the mothers say they do not 
go to the library, but they will go and 
find out if they have reading times or 
special activities for young children. 
Direct tone: 
Today at breakfast, listen and 
TALK to your child in your 
home language.  
The benefit to self: 
It will help you and your child 
if you listen and TALK to your 
child in your home language 
during breakfast.  
Option B as Option A sounds like a 
demand.  
Social proof: 
Many parents help their 
babies learn at breakfast by 
LOOKING at what their child is 
looking at.  
The benefit to self: 
Today at breakfast, LOOK at 
what your child is looking at. 
Option B, as it talks to you straight 
that you can help your child learn 
even during a meal. Most parents do 
not think they fall into the brackets of 
what “normal” parents do as they do 
not have the same resources.  
 
None of the mothers selected any of the direct tones, explicit instructions, and social 
proof messages. They all chose the ‘benefit to self’ messages. My role as one of the 
gatekeepers was important when decisions had to be made in testing the different 
‘kind of tone’ messages with the mothers. As mentioned earlier, the value of the 
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interaction and testing of the messages with the participants played a significant role 
in the design and tone of the messages.  
Most mothers and caregivers were given the opportunity to choose a tone of message 
befitted to them, as they knew what suited their circumstances and understood their 
‘social reality’. Mothers’ responses to the tone of the messages displayed that they 
preferred to receive messages with the tone ‘benefit-to-self’. These responses 
influenced the crafting and content framework. The following two responses confirm 
the role of the messages, as having been of personal benefit to them. The one mother 
commented: 
umntwana wam abengazoyohlala pha kulandawo ahlala kuyo ngoba umntwana 
wam ndithanda ahlale nam. Ngoku ndiyakhululeka bendingamthandi umntwana 
ohlala emizini. Ndiyashiya ndiyokweza ezinye izinto emall ndimshiye. 
If I did not get the messages, my child would not be staying with the neighbours 
when I am at work, because I like my child to be with me. After receiving the 
messages ... I am relaxed … I can leave my child with neighbours and do my 
business at the mall (X1). 
The tone of messages results from mothers formed part of the guidelines that were 
developed when writing SMS.  
5.2.12 Developing guidelines for writing SMS messages 
The production and reception processes were intertwined. Listening to the voices of 
the mothers influenced the messages. After the first and second home visit, knowledge 
of the mothers resulted in eight themes (as presented in Chapter 4). Drawing on my 
engagement with the 12 mothers and with the industry role players, I developed a set 
of 13 writing guidelines to be used as reminders of the contextual realities of the 
mothers. The frequency and structure of the messages, using a motivate-inform-act 
cycle each week, was also agreed upon (this is discussed in the next section). In this 
section, I explain how the 13 writing guidelines, were developed and provided 
examples of messages responding to the guidelines and their connections to the 
learning outcomes and themes. From the information on who the mothers were and 
their vignettes, the following writing guidelines emerged: 
1. Be aware of the many different ages and types of mothers. Providing for both 
teenage mothers (who are still attending a school or aiming to return to school) as 
well as grandmothers who are primary caregivers for a young child. 
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2. The participant does not have to be the biological mother of the child 
3. Provide for a variety of household structures, for example, first-time mothers and 
for more experienced mothers. 
As part of my feedback to the industry role players, I identified and documented ‘home-
visit findings’. These have provided a record of the way the engagement with the 
mothers influenced the writing guidelines. 
Home visit finding 1: Most mothers were struggling to cope with the fact that they were 
jobless and that there was no solution to their situation. Some mothers did not have 
money to buy food or clothes for their babies. The “life as survival” theme was as a 
result of the minimal resources available in households. As such the following 
guidelines were developed 
4. Encourage children to play with commonly available household items (such as 
pots, pans, spoons, cups); do not expect children to have access to toys. 
5. Be explicit on which aspects of the service are free (including the data), and which 
aspects would have a charge (such as data costs in following an external link). 
This is an example of a message that made use of available resources at home, or 
encouraged accessing freely available resources suggest: 
Walk with your child to the nearest library. Find out if they have reading times or 
activities for young children. Join the library. Read to your child.  
This message was linked to the learning outcome: Know that there are many free 
resources available to them in their everyday environment that can be used to 
stimulate their children.  
Home visit finding 2: Most of the mothers go to someone older (like their mother, an 
aunt, a person that stays close by) for advice and whom they know can help them 
materially. Mothers mostly depend on family or people from the community. So, the 
theme of ‘mothers feeling isolated’ informed the message design. This writing 
guideline was developed:  
6. Encourage mothers to get support from trusted adults in their household. It is 
common for several people to live in a household and asking for support or relief 
to get a break from childcare could be a possibility.  
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As a way of offering support and trying to reduce the isolation of the mothers, the 
following kind of message was included in the SMS-tech curriculum: 
Talk to someone you trust about your child and what you struggle with. Help is 
closer than you think it is.  
This kind of message was directly linked to learning outcomes three and six, 
motivating mothers and suggesting talking to someone, as the person may be linked 
to supporting resources available in the community. 
Home visit finding 3: Most mothers used baby talk and had limited ideas on how to talk 
to their children. The majority of Afrikaans and IsiXhosa mothers said that they speak 
their home language with family members. The English mothers indicated that they 
alternated between English and Afrikaans, depending on whom they were talking to, 
and why. When talking to friends, there were mixed responses to language use. The 
Afrikaans mothers said that they speak their home language; two of the isiXhosa 
mothers said that they mixed isiXhosa and English; and one isiXhosa mother said that 
when she talked about her problems, she mixed different languages. The mothers also 
indicated that their children heard other languages from family members, visitors, and 
on television. So, a variety of languages were used in households. There is a need to 
be clear about talking in a home language and using full sentences. This was evident 
from Bridgette’s story, who spoke three different languages. The following writing 
guidelines were developed: 
7. Encourage and support bilingual and multilingual environments for the children. 
Encourage singing, storytelling, reading, and visiting the local library. 
8. Encourage mothers to use complex sentences (including verbs and adjectives with 
the use of nouns) with their young children.  
Home visit finding 4: Mothers wanted to know more about the roles they could play in 
the development of their children. During the first home visit, I explored the topics and 
content of interest to caregivers and consequently linked the themes of ‘developmental 
challenges in the second year of a child’s life’ and 'information about the child’ to the 
writing guidelines.  
9. The mothers all showed interest in child brain development, milestones, health 
information, regular schedule/routine per age, understanding the world from their 
child's perspective, and support/motivational messages for mothers. 
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Home visit finding 5: Most of the mothers reported that they did not have a set daily 
routine with their babies. Discussions with the mothers on their information needs and 
a typical day of activities resulted in these writing guidelines: Activities messages 
should be linked to aspects of a typical routine for children of this age group. Some of 
the information and the activity messages should draw attention to aspects that ought 
to be included in the daily childcare routine. 
When writing the messages, I focused attention in on familiar routines, such as 
dressing time, bedtime, bath time, and feeding time to ensure that any descriptions of 
these routines would match the actual context.  
The message sent was intended to motivate mothers to talk to their child during 
various daily routines. This message provides an example of encouraging a caregiver 
to talk during the daily routine of dressing the child:  
Seasons change. When dressing your child, TALK about weather, clothes and 
colours. ASK: Hot or cold? Sunny or windy? Long or short sleeves? Red or 
Green?  
This message was linked to two learning outcomes: Know that it is important to talk to 
children in their home language, using a wide range of vocabulary and full sentences, 
and know that there are many opportunities in the daily routine. 
Home visit finding 6: Most of the mothers reported that their children slept in bed with 
them. The majority of mothers lived in one room with a joint kitchen/bedroom. There 
were several beds available in these spaces. Mothers sat on beds (not couches/ 
chairs) in their living space. I did not write messages about the child going to their 
room or to their bed. The following gives an example of a message linked to “bedtime”: 
When you put your child to sleep, TALK using many different words: Goodnight, 
sleep peacefully, shut your eyes slowly, breathe deeply. TAKE TURNS to hug. 
Home visit finding 7: Most mothers showed me a plastic tub and facecloth they used 
for bathing their child. They reported that they wiped the child down on the bed (so the 
child is not put into the water). One woman did not have running hot water and boiled 
a kettle for the bath time. The mothers’ responses to be a mother and her family 
structure were captured in the themes of “babies unplanned” and “helplessness and 
the growing child”. This resulted in these writing guidelines:  
10. Do not assume that the arrival of a child was planned and welcomed.  
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11. Inspire messages may aim to support a “coming to love” and “growing to accept” 
type messaging.  
12. The “inspire” messages acknowledged how little time mothers/caregivers have for 
themselves and appreciate their significant responsibility as a caregiver. 
The thirteen writing guidelines were shared with the content team and consulted when 
reviewing each set of messages. They were also shared and discussed with the 
isiXhosa translator and back translator in order to maintain uniformity. 
5.2.13 Design with the user  
The combination of documenting the co-design journey for the ChildConnect project 
and doing so in a PAR modality showed that the process of making SMS 
communication, functioned well by applying the five design-with-the-user guidelines. 
When reflecting on the data of the study as a ‘thick description’ of the co-design 
journey, the conventions of production and reception theory are less evident than the 
rapid design cycles that align more closely to the design-with-the-user guidelines as 





Figure 5.3: Reflecting on the co-design journey  
I would argue that this shift is partly the result of the medium, namely mobile devices, 
which allows for immediate option as a sample of feedback. It is, also a result of the 
PAR research design, which meant that users were brought along on a co-design 
journey with significant time to engage and reflect on the process and its resulting 
product. 
The first design guideline is to ensure that the solutions are sensitive to and useful for 
the most marginalised populations. I think this guideline was partially followed for the 
PAR co-design process. I say partially, as although the study showed that it involved 
the marginalised, it nevertheless had to exclude the ‘most marginalised’ as I had to 
exclude a mother who could not read and another who did not own or had no access 
to a mobile phone. This exclusion of the most marginalised was also evident in cases 
where some of the most vulnerable mothers did not have adequate and reliable mobile 
phone access. Not all the mothers received all the messages all the time because of 
various problems they experienced with their mobile phones. Limitation of Internet 
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access on basic phones did not allow some mothers to open hyperlinks. As discussed 
earlier, technology use and access were an obvious limitation.  
The messages were offered in three languages, and South Africa has 11 official 
languages. The mothers were therefore only drawn from the three language groups, 
all from one province. This meant that the co-design process was limited to three 
languages.  So, at this phase of development, the service did not reach marginalized 
populations where their home language was not English Afrikaans or isiXhosa.  
The second design-with-the-user guideline suggests that the development of context-
appropriate solutions must be applied and must be informed by the users’ needs. I 
think this guideline was mostly followed closely in the case of the PAR co-design 
journey with the mothers. The thematic analysis in Chapter 4 demonstrated the 
challenges the mothers faced and acknowledged that the message intervention had 
limitations in addressing all the needs of the mothers. We learnt from the beginning 
that mothers regarded their own problems as their biggest concerns. Therefore, as 
part of the design, three different kinds of messages were developed: motivate, inform, 
and action messages  
However, the messages could not address some of the most significant issues that 
many parents face, namely joblessness and a lack of access to resources (their socio-
economic condition as a result of poverty). This was a constraint of the broader project 
scope, which was delimited by its focus on education. I have pointed out the problems 
with boundaries. This constraint meant that while context-appropriate solutions were 
defined, the limitations were that the solutions could not meet all the mothers’ needs. 
A partial solution was to address some of the limitations by motivating mothers and 
emphasise the importance of the role they play as first teacher. The gaps, which was 
not filled by the messages, resulted in the understanding that to address the multiple 
needs of those caring for young children, including health, social development and 
education, a basket of EDC services should be made available.  
The third design-with-the-user guideline proposes that the user must be part of the 
planning, development, implementation, and assessment of the intervention. The user 
needed to be part of the project-cycle from beginning to end, as this would contribute 
to the ‘needs of the user being addressed through co-creation’ (Barron et al., 2014). 
In this case, the PAR participants were involved in all four phases of the intervention.  
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The research participants were visited twice before the service started, and their 
responses and context contributed to the message design framework during the 
research participants about the kind of messages, frequency, and focus. During the 
time the messages were sent, I revisited the mothers to ask about their experience 
and the tone of the messages as discussed in Chapter 5. The last visit to mothers 
happens after all the messages were sent to get an understanding of their overall 
experience of the service and the way forward. During every stage of the visits, 
research participants were part of the ‘plan, do and review’ PAR cycle which allowed 
them to influence the implementation and assessment during the visits. One must 
question the extent to which ‘the user’ can be involved in any digital design 
intervention. This suggests a singular – homogenous – group of users. In this case, 
the PAR process facilitated 12 users being actively involved in all four phases.  
However, user involvement was far more limited I think it is preferable to have some 
detailed engagements with a selection of users, albeit on a limited scale. Coupled with 
an opportunity for the whole population to respond – the qualitative and quantitative 
data sources can then be combined. 
The fourth design-with-the-user guideline suggests that projects should be developed 
incrementally and iteratively. The step-by-step processes were followed from the 
beginning of the project, during the times' mothers were visited until the last message 
was sent. The research participants were involved long before the first message was 
sent. Mothers were taken on a co-design journey by continuously asking questions. 
The responses of the mothers were considered and after every implementation, the 
mothers were asked about their experience with the service. For the larger 
ChildConnect project the SMS-tech curriculum had three iterative cycles of design, 
which allowed continuous assessment and changes to the delivery and the messages. 
The fifth and last guideline from the tenest of the design-with-user is to develop 
solutions that could enhance existing workflows and plan for organisational adaptation 
(Nelson et al., 2017). This was an example of organisational adaptation, as the 
software platform used for MomConnect, had to be changed. The need was identified 
that technical developers would require a software system that allows them to make 
and add changes to the content and flow of the messages. The decision to use 
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RapidPro was because it was inexpensive, flexible, sustainable, and an open-source 
platform that could be used to design for scale (Mostert et al., 2019a). 
Initially, different role-players involved in the project made various decisions that were 
framed as assumptions – which had to be tested. By testing these assumptions and 
posing questions directly to the users to verify or falsify each assumption, the users’ 
voices and their needs influenced the kind of messages that were sent.  
5.3 Summary of chapter five 
The flow of information during the various processes confirmed that the various 
processes was not separate but linked. In this chapter I tried to demonstrate the 
intertwined relationship between the mothers and the messages, and the messages 
and the mothers, noting that during all these processes the flow of information was 
entangled with various gatekeeping processes. However, the chapter shows how the 
design of the content pillars and the learning outcomes was influenced by the 
responses of mothers during the visits. Learning outcome 1, 2, 4, 5 and six was 
explicitly written with a possible change in behavior when mothers interact with their 
children. We learn from the responses from the mothers that they use resources 
available to them to do activities with their children and that they understand the 
importance of engaging in meaningful play. There was also a deliberate attempt in the 
messages to encourage mothers to talk and read to their child more frequently beyond 
just transactional talk. The suggestion of including meaningful interactions between 
mother and child as part of the daily routine was also evident in the messages and in 
the mothers’ responses.  
The data further confirmed that (i) the selection of the secondary caregiver to receive 
the messages was the right decision (ii) the frequency and structure were influenced 
by the responses of the mothers (iii) the use of RapidPro as a software platform to 
send SMS, surveys and respond questions, was deemed to be successful as it 
generated the results for the monitoring and evaluation reports that strengthened the 
responses. These results influenced the writing guidelines for the messages to 
encourage possible behavior changes when mothers interact with their child. The 
chapter gave a glimp[se of how the Phd thesis linked with the ChildConnect project, 
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6 Chapter Six: Observation tools 
In this chapter I reflect critically on the product (the SMS-tech curriculum) of the co-
design journey. I do this by discussing the SMS-tech curriculum against the Parenting 
Interactions with Children: Checklist of Observations Linked to Outcomes (PICCOLO) 
(Roggman et al. 2013). One year after the messages were sent, I found PICCOLO 
and tested the possibilities of using the observation tool alongside the SMS-tech 
curriculum. 
6.1 Revisiting the SMS-tech curriculum design (using PICCOLO) 
As explained in Chapter 4, the Parenting Interactions with Children: Checklist of 
Observations Linked to Outcomes (PICCOLO) assessment tool is part of the Early 
Head Start monitoring and evaluation programme and was designed for parents and 
families living in low and middle-income communities in the United States and Turkey 
(Roggman et al., 2013). It was specifically designed by practitioners who worked with 
parents to support their children’s development. The practitioners were either home 
visitors, child development specialist, family educators, parenting class leaders, infant 
mental health clinicians, child workers, or activist. Practitioners use PICCOLO to:  
x assess positive parenting behaviours that predict good child outcomes; 
x guide individualised positive parenting interventions with families; and 
x track positive parenting outcomes of a parenting support programme. 
During the PAR co-design process, I observed parent-interactions with their children 
during the second and fourth visit by recording videos of the mother doing an activity 
with her child. The PICCOLO instrument provided a good framework to analyse shifts 
in their behaviour over time, using the video data. However, as this study focused on 
the co-design journey, I felt that such analysis itself was beyond the scope of the study 
but it would be a useful tool for reflecting on the data. I did not want to shift the narrative 
of co-design into a detailed analysis of each mother and her child. I felt that this would 
generate a montage of 12 specific stories rather than provide the more general 
narrative of who the mothers were and how our co-design journey unfolded.  
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Therefor, I used PICCOLO as an analytical tool or guide for individualised positive 
parenting interventions with families. I had developed the ChildConnect SMS-tech 
curriculum content pillars and learning outcomes from the bottom-up, involving 
document analysis and the co-design journey as I have described. With PICCOLO I 
now had an independent tool which I could use to reflect back on that bottom-up 
approach, and the extent to which it cohered or diverged from what had been 
developed for positive parenting elsewhere. 
Hence, I investigated whether there were some conceptual linkages between the child 
developmental phases, the four PICCOLO domains, and the learning outcomes of the 
mass communication parenting programme. It is also important to note that during the 
development of the learning outcomes, the messages, as well as the surveys, I did not 
have any knowledge of PICCOLO. I only discovered PICCOLO a year after sending 
the messages and completing the home visits, as explained in Chapter 3.  
PICCOLO was built on three ECD features, namely social, cognitive and language 
development. Each of the three developmental features builds on the four PICCOLO 
observation domains, which are affection, responsiveness, encouragement and 
teaching. The four PICCOLO domains were broken down further into 29 observable 
parent-child interactions. I first compared the focus of ECD features of PICCOLO with 
to content pillars of the SMS-tech curriculum.  
According to Roggman et al. (2013), the ECD features must be used in tandem with 
the measuring of parent interactions (presented in Table 6.1), as it predicts children’s 
early social, cognitive and language development. 
Table 6.1: ECD features 
Social Development Cognitive development Language development 
Security Exploration Communication 
Self-regulation Problem-solving Vocabulary  
Positive social interaction  Reasoning Reasoning  
 
The SMS-tech curriculum content pillars, as mentioned in Phase 1 of the  Chapter 5 
focus on language and on perceptual-, cognitive-, and social development as well as 
messages that motivated mothers as caregivers.  
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Thus, a clear and direct mapping was possible between the three PICCOLO features 
of ECD (social, cognitive and language development) and the three of the content 
pillars. This was an encouraging finding, because as what had been developed in this 
particular context of my study resonated with an ECD parenting framework developed 
in other settings. 
The social development feature of PICCOLO builds on security, self-regulation and 
positive social interaction. This is an example of the SMS-tech message focusing on 
social development: 
Before you do something for your child, ask yourself: Am I doing something that 
my child can do by themselves? Allow your child to try, explore, and TAKE 
TURNS (Plaatjies et al., 2017). 
This above message suggested to the mothers that they should encourage their 
children and allow them to do things by themselves by taking turns. By taking turns, 
the mothers could show the children how to do something and then let the children to 
do it by themselves. This kind of guidance from a mother could build lay the foundation 
for on security, self-regulation, and positive social interactions. The following two 
quotes confirm mothers’ responses of building positive social interaction: She refers 
to the messages as an association that cares for her child and help her child to grow: 
Ngumbotho okuncedayo ukuba ukwazi ukukhulisa umntwana wakho, umazi 
umntwana wakho, ayaku guider  
It is an association that helps you to care for your child and helps your child grow. 
It helps you understand you, your child, it guides you (X1). 
The messages also emphasized the idea that her child learned from her. She referred 
to parents who hit their children and are at times rough with them. She said children 
learn from that, and the messages taught her to take care of her child and connect 
with her.  
ukufundisa ukuphatha umntwana noku connector nomtwana wakho. Thina bazali, 
ndikhe ndibone abazali bethwaxa umntwana, umntwana uyafunda kulanto. Yonke 
into eyenzekayo umntwana ekhaya uyayifunda (X1). 
… has taught me to take care/ handle my child and to connect with her. Us 
parents sometimes we can be rough, I see that many parents beat their children. 
Children learn from that. Everything you do to your child at home they learn. 
Another respondent (E3) noted that the messages opened her mind to the things she 
did not know and the things that were challenging and that she did not want the 
messages to stop. 
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The language development feature of PICCOLO builds on communication, 
vocabulary, and reasoning. Herewith an example of an SMS-tech message focusing 
on language development: 
Children love listening to stories you tell, especially if they are part of the story. 
Have fun making up stories. Tell a story you know from your childhood (Plaatjies 
et al., 2017). 
This above message suggested to mothers to make storytelling fun and to make up 
stories because children loved listening to stories. When children hear stories, it 
broadens their understanding of their world, and if they are part of the story, they start 
to understand how they can contribute to their world. The following quotes suggested 
the various ways in which the messages taught the mother to speak to her child, using 
full sentences and not baby language:  
Not to speak baby language with him at all and they must speak plain language 
otherwise he will get used to it (E3). 
Another respondent (X1) suggests that the messages “taught me I could speak firmly 
with my child”. The mother (X1) said when her child was born, she was so scared that 
she didn’t allow anyone or anything to touch her child.  
Ngoku umntwana ebesanda ukuzalwa bendingafuni kwanto, ndimphethe ngathi 
liqanda. Ngoku ndehlile nook, ndiyakwazi nokumngxolisa xa esenza into ewrong. 
Ndandingayazi uba ndingakwazi ukungxolisa umntwana. Yinto andifundise yona 
ngam  
When my child was born, I did not want anything to touch bad next to her, I 
treated her like an egg. I have calmed down now; I can firmly tell her when she is 
doing something wrong. I did not know I could do that, to speak firm to my child. 
That I learned (X1).  
The cognitive development feature of PICCOLO builds on exploration, problem-
solving and reasoning. The SMS-tech curriculum had a combination of cognitive and 
perceptual development messages. Two examples of SMS-technology messages that 
focusses on cognitive and perceptual development were: 
To throw and catch a ball sends signals from eyes to brain to hands. This 
develops hand-eye coordination. Play ball with your child at least twice a week 
(Plaatjies et al., 2017). 
The message encouraged mothers to play with their children, using a ball to build 
hand-eye coordination. By throwing and catching a ball, children could simultaneously 
explore options, such as catch and throw. This interaction between mother-and-child 
also builds social interaction and trust. 
Try this game with your child: Touch different body parts. TALK and ASK: "This is 
my ear. Where is your ear?" and "I have two eyes. How many do eyes you have?" 
(Plaatjies et al., 2017). 
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The SMS-tech messages informed mothers about different developmental areas that 
are stimulated when they do certain activities and also advised them through action 
messages about the kind of activities, they can initiate to stimulate cognitive 
development..  
The following quotes from mothers at the time after having received the messages 
suggested that these kinds of messages helped them to interact better with their 
children and to be confident when interactioning with their children. 
It [ChildConnect] tries to show you how to interact with your child and how to 
make his brain more developed. It gives you more advice about your child also. 
And it also shows you how you can do things with your child (E1). 
I learn a lot of my child and how to interact and what is important for my child and 
how they grow up (E4). 
The mothers mentioned that the messages helped them and showed them how to 
interact with their children to “to develop their brains” (X3). Another mother said that 
the messages became her second parent. X3 noted that the messages that she 
received on her mobile phone felt the same as trusting her mother for advice about 
her child. She said sometimes the messages arrived just-in-time with an answer, just 
before she could ask her own mother for advice. 
Ndingathi ngumzali wesibini kum, ezinye izinto andisazibuzi kumama wam. I 
believe that xa umntu enomntwana ngumzali enokumthemba ngondicebisa. 
ChildConnect udlalala loo ndawo. 
I would say its [ChildConnect] my second parent, somethings I do not ask my 
mother anymore. I believe that when someone has a child, she trusts her mother 
for advice. ChildConnect plays that role to me. 
Ndithi ndisacinga ukubuza kumama kungene umnyalezo undiniza inkcazelo yento 
bendidinga uncedo kuyo. Nangona ingathethi nqo ngomntwana wam, kodwa 
iyatsho umzekelo ukuba umntwana ufunda ngendlela ezahlukileyo nam nditsho 
ndiyazi ukuba izinto azenzayo ziyinxalenye yokufunda kwakhe. Ndimanye 
amaxesha ndiye ndi panike xa ndimbona esenza izinto kodwa ndiye ndikhumbule 
ukuba mhlawumbi yindlela akhula ngayo.  
Sometimes I would want to ask my mother something, and by coincidence, a 
message from ChildConnect comes through and gives me an explanation of the 
thing I wanted to ask. Although it’s may not specific to my situation at the time. But 
it does say for example, that a child learns in different ways, then I know that what 
she is doing is part of her learning process. Sometimes I panic when I see he is 
doing some things, but then I remember that maybe it’s the way she grows. 
X3 further affirmed that she learnt from the messages that children learn in different 
ways. Because she sees the messages as an added support system, she feels 
confident to share with others the information she is getting on her mobile phone. 
Andingo mntu othetha nabantuandifuni ukudika abantu, ndithetha nomama 
okanye uMakoti. ChildConnect yenye I support system. Ndiyakwazi nokunceda 
abantu ndibaphe ingcebiso.  
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I am not a person who likes to talk to people, I do not want to annoy other people, 
I talk to my mother or the mother who takes care (baby-sit) my child. 
ChildConnect is my additional support system. Now I also advise other people 
from the information I am getting. (X3) 
Another response from E4 suggest that the messages gave good advice about how 
children are learning and also when they are learning: 
I told my friend that I am with ChildConnect and she asked me what that is, and I 
told her that they are actually teaching you knew stuff, to do with your child in the 
bath (E4). 
I felt that there was good coherence between the ChildConnect SMS-tech curriculum 
and the three domains outlined in PICCOLO. Where there was a divergence between 
PICCOLO and the SMS-tech curriculum content pillars, it related to motivation. I 
discuss this later in this section.  
Although the content pillar messages could be linked to the PICCOLO early childhood 
development features, I also needed to see if there were a link between the domains 
and the messages. In using the PICCOLO domains as an observation tool, two people 
view the same video and then score according to the domain observations. I chose 
not to analyse the video data in this way, as I felt this was very individualised and 
particular to each mother and her child. I used the PICCOLO instrument as an 
analytical tool or “guide for individualised positive parenting interventions with 
families”. I wanted to map the messages in the ChildConnect SMS-tech curriculum to 
the PICCOLO domains.  
I, therefore, turned to focus on the four PICCOLO domains, namely affection, 
responsiveness, encouragement, and teaching and then identified how each message 
may be linked to these domains. I selected a sample of messages for these purposes 
focusing on the first eight weeks of messaging (Week 2- 9). I selected another person 
to help me with the coding through a blind-coding6 process. We first agreed on the 
coding process by giving each domain, along with with its indicators, a unique code, 
as illustrated in Table 6.2. We noted that PICCOLO did not have a domain for 
motivating parents and the SMS-tech curriculum had a weekly motivating message. 
We agreed to use the M code to denote motivational messages.  
                                            
6 Blind coding: coding by two coders where neither is aware of the codes assigned by the other 
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Table 6.2: Domain and indicator codes: PICCOLO 
A = Affection 
A1 Speak warmly 
A2 Smile at child 
A3 Praises child 
A4 Stay physically close to the child 
A5 Say positive things, child 
A6 Is engaged when interacting with the child 
A7 Show emotional warmth 
R = Responsiveness 
R1 Pay attention to what the child is doing 
R2 Change activities to meet the child’s interest and needs 
R3 Be flexible when child change the interest 
R4 Follow what the child is trying to do 
R5 Respond to the child’s emotions 
R6 Look at the child when the child talks and make sounds 
R7 Reply to child’s words or sounds 
E = Encouragement 
E1 Wait for the child’s response after making a suggestion 
E2 Encourage the child to do things with toys 
E3 Support the child’s choices 
E4 Help the child do things on his or her own 
E5 Verbally encourage child’s efforts 
E6 Offer suggestions to help the child 
E7 Show enthusiasm about what the child does  
T = Teaching 
T1 Explain the reasons for something to the child 
T2 Suggest activities to build what the child is doing 
T3 Repeat or expand the child’s words or sounds 
T4 Label objects or actions for child 
T5 Engage in pretend to play with the child  
T6 Do activities in a sequence of steps 
T7 Talk about the characteristics of objects  





We agreed that we could map more than one PICCOLO domain and its specific 
indicator to one message. We undertook the coding independently. We then compared 
our results. We first compared the assigned coding of each person for each message 






Table 6.3: Coding of messages with PICCOLO domains 
WEEK Message AGREED CODES Affection Responsiveness Encouragement Teaching Motivation 
2 Looking after a small child is tough. You may be 
tired, work long hours or feel overwhelmed. But 
every moment you play with your child teaches 
them something. 
M     1 
 
You are your child's first teacher. To help your 
child's brain grow clever and strong: LOOK, COPY, 
TALK, TAKE TURNS, ASK. Reply YES to receive 
more information (free SMS). The 5 easy steps to 
help your child's brain grow clever and strong: 
STEP 1: LOOK at what your child is doing. STEP 
2: COPY what your child is doing. STEP 3: TALK 
to your child out loud and in full sentences. STEP 
4: TAKE TURNS by waiting for your child to make 
a sound or to move. STEP 5: ASK your child a 
question and make your special learning time 
together last longer. 
R13467  13467    
 
Today at breakfast, listen and TALK to your child in 
your home language. Try to TALK in your home 
language about the smell, colour and type of food. 
T47    47  
3 To take care of your child, you must take care of 
yourself. Ask someone you trust to look after your 
child for 30 minutes. Take a break. 
M     1 
 
Are there just 3 easy steps (LOOK, COPY, TALK) 
to help your child's brain grow clever and strong? 
Reply YES or NO (free SMS). There are 5 easy 
steps (LOOK, COPY, TALK, TAKE TURNS, ASK) 
to help your child's brain grow clever and strong. 
R14 
T2 
 14  2  
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WEEK Message AGREED CODES Affection Responsiveness Encouragement Teaching Motivation 
 
Today at breakfast LOOK at what your child is 
looking at. TALK about it. COPY their sounds and 




 1  7  
4 Things sometimes go wrong. Talk to someone you 
trust. Everyone needs someone they can talk to. M     1 
 
Even before children can talk, they can show you 
what they are interested in. Reply YES for more 




 17 4   
 
Let your child sit on your lap and touch your face. 
LOOK at what your child is doing. COPY your 
child's sounds and movements. TAKE TURNS. 
A4 
R1 
4  1   
5 Relax, you are doing your best to look after your 
child! Your child feels secure and loved when you 
hold them tight. To opt-out reply STOP. 
M M  14 R1  
 
Do you think children can show you what they are 
interested in before they can talk? Reply YES or 
NO (free SMS). Children can show you what they 
are interested in before they can talk. They look, 
hold, make sounds, and move to communicate. 
R1  1    
 
Put your child on your lap. Touch their nose. TALK: 
Is the nose big/small, cold/warm, clean/dirty? 




4   4  
6 You can help your child's brain grow clever and 
strong! Every day is filled with ways you can help 
your child learn. 
M     1 
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WEEK Message AGREED CODES Affection Responsiveness Encouragement Teaching Motivation 
 
Your child learns from you every moment. Make 
bath time a learning moment. Reply YES for fun 
bath-time tips for you and your child (free SMS). 
Children learn new words when they play with 
water: dry/wet, warm/hot/cold, splash, drip, rub, 
wriggle and laugh! Children learn by playing and 
touching the water. Make holes in a small tin or 
plastic (yoghurt or margarine) tub. Fill it with water. 
Let the water drain over your child. Remember the 
5 steps to helping your child's brain grow clever and 
strong? 1. LOOK at what your child does. 2. COPY 
what they say and do. Be silly! 3. TALK in your 
home language. Is the water hot/cold, 
ticklish/funny? It the tub full/empty? 4. Let your 
child TAKE a TURN. Let them hold the cup. Let 
them fill the cup. Let them empty the cup. 5. ASK 
questions: Where is the water? How does it feel? 




 147  4  
 
During bathtime, TAKE TURNS with your child to 
play with the cloth. TALK in your home language 
using the words give/take, smooth/rough, 
warm/cold, wet/dry. 
T47    47  
7 They say it takes a village to raise a child. Family 
and friends (who you trust) can help you look after 
your child. To opt-out reply STOP. 
M     1 
 
Do you feel that you can help your child's brain 
grow clever and strong? Reply YES or NO (free 
SMS). You can help your child's brain grow clever 
and strong. You are your child's first teacher. Every 
moment you spend with your child is a learning 
M     1 
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WEEK Message AGREED CODES Affection Responsiveness Encouragement Teaching Motivation 
moment. Remember to LOOK, COPY, TALK, 
TAKE TURNS, ASK. 
 
Today at bath time, pour water from a cup on your 
child's tummy. LOOK at what they do. COPY your 
child’s actions. TALK to your child as they clap, 
laugh, kick, giggle and splash. 
T2 
E4 
  4 2  
8 A clean and safe home and yard are important for 
you and your child. A clean home (inside and 
outside) makes a happy home. 
M     1 
 
MC: Your child learns by using all 5 senses. Reply 
YES to get more information about learning 




4 1  578  
 
Put some small stones in a plastic bottle with a lid. 
Shake the bottle. TALK to your child or sing along. 





6  5 578  
9 Talk to someone you trust about your child and 
what you struggle with. Help is closer than you 
think it is. Reply STOP to opt-out. 
M     1 
 
Is it easy for you to find someone to talk to when 
you have a problem with your child? Reply YES or 
NO (free SMS). It is important for you to feel you 
have someone you can talk to about the things you 
struggle with. Caregivers face many challenges. 
You are not alone. 
M     1 
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WEEK Message AGREED CODES Affection Responsiveness Encouragement Teaching Motivation 
 
When you put your child to sleep, TALK using 
many different words: Goodnight, sleep peacefully, 
shut your eyes slowly, breathe deeply. TAKE 
TURNS to hug.  
A45 
T3 





Next, we reflected on which messages were scored the same and which were scored 
differently. In instances where codes differed, we had a discussion about the 
interpretations and made the following observations: 
Observation 1: showing affection was not explicit and part of the learning outcomes of 
the SMS-tech content: There was not a content domain about ‘affection’ between 
mother and child. But, as we learnt from Bridgette story (Chapter 4), she claimed that 
the messages taught her to love her grandchild. It was also revealing feedback from 
one of the mothers, reflecting back on the messages referred to affection: 
It teaches you how to bond and interact with your child rather than just sitting 
around (E2) 
The parenting and family SMS-tech did not provide direct messages that were linked 
to affection; however, the messages used words like "speak warmly", "your love for 
your child", "every moment spends with your child count" and "enjoying the special 
times with your child". Affection, therefore, seemed to be implicit on the messages. 
This is an example of message focus on affection but also motivating mothers: 
Your love for [your child] and your loving interaction makes [your child] feel 
secure. These moments teach [your child] to trust you and to feel safe (Plaatjies 
et al., 2017). 
There was evidence of encouraging affection in messages such as “take turns to hug”, 
and “let your child sit on your lap and touch your face”. This was not something I was 
consciously trying to include in the messages. In future development cycles or 
processes, it would be worthwhile for the writing team to deliberately encourage 
affection. 
Observation 2: the messages with regard to responsiveness was linked to the 
following 5 simple steps: LOOK, COPY, TALK, TAKE TURNS, ASK 
You are your child's first teacher. To help your child's brain grow clever and 
strong: LOOK, COPY, TALK, TAKE TURNS, ASK. 
These messages linked mainly to the daily routine messages, for example, the 
following message was sent with regard a routine daily, so the child knows what to 
expect after every routine but also if you want your child to respond you need to talk 
to your child: 
TALK to your child if their routine changes. Your child should understand what 
happens when, and why. This helps build trust between you and [your child]. 
Mothers were continuously reminded to follow five easy steps to build on their 
interactions with their children: look, copy, talk, take turns, and ask questions to make 
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the moment last longer in the SMS-tech curriculum. An example of a message using 
five easy steps is: 
Talk to [your child]. Keep eye-contact when you TALK to your child. This is how 
they learn to trust you and know that you listen to them. Encourage your child to 
TALK about how they feel and how they feel about their friends and other adults. 
Play a game by pulling your face showing different emotions. For example, show 
what your face looks like when you are angry, happy, serious, and disappointed. 
Let [your child] show you different faces. COPY [your child]'s expression. TALK in 
full sentences in your home language 
From the above domains and observational parent interactions from PICCOLO, the 
possibility arose to map some evidence, which was encouraging. In future, it will be 
advisable to use the PICCOLO framework along with the writing guidelines to improve 
the SMS-tech curriculum further.  
Observation 3: encouragement could link to the community of other caregivers and 
ways of introducing play and interactions. For example, the following message was 
sent to mothers: 
There are many free things inside and outside your house that you can use to 
help your child's brain grow clever and strong. For example: Allow [your child] to 
play in the place where you store your pots, pans, plastic bowls and lids. Make 
sure that you have nothing in there that can break. TALK to [your child] about how 
things fit together. Show [your child] how to pack and unpack the pots. LOOK, 
COPY, TALK, TAKE TURNS, ASK. Have fun! 
Another example of a message focused on encouragement is: 
Before you do something for your child ask yourself: Am I doing something that 
my child can do by themselves? Allow your child to try, explore, and TAKE 
TURNS (Plaatjies et al., 2017). 
Encouraging messages were very closely linked to motivating mothers as the first 
caregiver and home as the first classroom. One of the important findings from the first 
two home visits was that mothers regarded their own problems as their biggest. This 
revelation contributed to the development of motivational messages for mothers as a 
parent and as the first teacher. Example of a motivational message sent to mothers 
and caregivers: 
You are doing a good thing by spending time with your child. Well done! Use 
every moment that you spend with your child to teach them something new. 
The motivational messages were used alongside the content pillars that related to 
cognitive, language, social and perceptual development. At the same time, the 
message confirmed with the mother that children learnt from them and that they have 
an essential role to play in their children's development.  
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Observation 4: The tone of the messages was ‘benefit to self’ and did not indicate 
direct teaching instructions but rather to encourage mothers. The teachings were given 
in a motivational format which fitted into various features of early child development. 
Example of a message focused on teaching: 
Babies start to learn when they are in the womb. Everything your child 
experiences in the first 1000 days helps with the development of your child's 
brain. For example, playing singing games to show children how they can move 
their toes and fingers helps develop their LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT and 
PHYSICAL ABILITIES (Plaatjies et al., 2017). 
More examples of indirect teaching messages were identified  
Today at breakfast, listen and TALK to your child in your home language. Try to 
TALK in your home language about the smell, colour and type of food. 
And 
Put your child on your lap. Touch their nose. TALK: Is the nose big/small, 
cold/warm, clean/dirty? Touch your child's nose with your nose. COPY, TAKE 
TURNS. 
The messages about ‘teaching’ also closely linked to encouragement and 
responsiveness. 
Observation 5: One of the coders considered the concept of ‘toys’ in a broad sense – 
of anything a child can play with, while the other considered ‘toys’ in the narrow sense 
of something bought specifically as something that a child can play with. This arose 
with regard to coding a message like: “Make holes in a small tin or plastic (yoghurt or 
margarine) tub”. While the one coder linked this to encourage playing with toys, the 
other coder disagreed as this as a household object adapted to be a suitable plaything. 
This distinction was significant enough to warrant further reflection. We agreed that 
the narrow sense of toys was probably more common, and that specific attention to 
using household objects as playthings should be proactively promoted.  
A key example of the way in which PICCOLO could to be adopted for use in this kind 
of setting is evident from E2: “Encourage the child to do things with toys”. Most mothers 
cannot afford to buy the basics for their children, let alone toys for them to play with. 
The PICCOLO programme provides toys to measure parent-child-interactions, so it 
will be essential to encourage parents to use things inside and outside the home 
environment as learning tools.  
The PICCOLO framework suggests specific domains and parent observational 
interactions that can be measured during the interactions. As mentioned earlier, 
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PICCOLO was only discovered long after data was collected, and messages were 
sent. The knowledge in the PICCOLO programme is practical and provides a good 
thinking guide for observation tools that could be useful to assess parent-child-
interactions. The PICCOLO programme also offers a framework for content 
development that strengthens parent-child-relations. PICCOLO further shows that it is 
possible to use it as an organising tool to guide programme content development and 
to give a qualitative analysis when observing interactions between parent and child 
within the South African context. A comparison of PICCOLO and the SMS-tech 
curriculum showed they could be used together to benefit and strengthen parent-child-
interactions.  
6.2 Summary of the chapter  
I deepened my reflection on the SMS-tech curriculum by exploring the possibility of 
mapping PICCOLO features to a selection of messages from the SMS-tech 
curriculum. So, I used PICCOLO to guide my critical reflection on ‘an individualised 
positive parenting interventions with families’. While there was a clear overlap between 
what was developed for ChildConnect, with its ‘bottom-up’ approach (in terms of the 
domains of social, cognitive and language development), there were also aspects 
regarding motivation for the parents that were lacking. I put forward some suggestions 
for using PICCOLO in this kind of context, such as including parent motivation, paying 
attention to access to technology (if the programme uses mobile devices) and not 





7 Chapter Seven: Discussion of the findings 
7.1 Introduction  
In this study, I drew on two important aspects of my previous academic work - theories 
and frameworks of adult education (with a particular focus on adult learning and PAR 
in the field of ECD); and media and communication theories. I brought these two fields 
together to explore how the theories in each field could be applied and extended when 
focusing on a mass communication parenting intervention programme using SMS 
technology.  
From the work with adult education theorists such as Vella (1994, 2002), Daniels 
(2003, 2010), Vally et al. (2013) and Ceobanu & Boncu, (2014), I had learned that 
adults, like children (and perhaps even more so), needed to feel safe in a research 
situation in order for them to share their views. The adoption of the PAR approach in 
this study allowed users with feature phones to receive ECD messages that inspire, 
motivate and lead to action. In the study of the 12 mothers, the PAR methodology 
made continued interactions to “diagnose, act, measure and reflect” James et al., 
(2007) possible.  
Looking back on this study, I identified seven cycles of reflection as the study 
progressed. When the PAR methodology intersected, or ‘met’ with design-with-the-
user principles, it disrupted the three-way interaction between the industry role players, 
the researcher, and the mothers in a radical pro-poor approach which, ultimately, 
structured the key findings. 
This study has provided a rich, qualitative description of an example of how SMS-
technology could be used as a tool to communicate and educate parents and families 
from low-income communities on how to interact, talk and ‘make moments last longer’ 
with their child. The majority of South Africans have access to a mobile phone but no 
access to the Internet because data is expensive, and connectivity is unstable and 
unreliable (Wentrup et al., 2016). The evidence of promise and success is not simply 
as a result of the use of accessible technology, such as SMS communication on 
feature phones.. How this technology is used is paramount;  equally important is the 
significance of designing the contents of the programme  with the user, taking their 
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environment and needs into account in ways that genuinely facilitated co-design. I 
contend that both the means of distribution (using SMS technology) and the 
methodology (using a PAR approach and attending to the design with user guidelines) 
were significant. Another noteworthy factor is the role I played as a ‘relative insider’ by 
interacting with mothers in their homes and observing interactions between mother 
and child within their environments.  
I organise the main findings of this study by revisiting the structure I presented for on 
my engagement with the literature and theory, considering (1) ‘the what’’ - ECD and 
parenting programmes’; (2) ‘the who’ - adult education; (3) ‘the how’ mass 
communication; which are then brought together in relation to C4D.  
I begin by emphasizing the centrality of the setting of the co-design journey, where 
poverty is pervasive. This had implications on both the process of how the co-journey 
unfolded and the resultant product (the SMS-technology curriculum). I argue that there 
was a need to work alongside community members to shift from a pro-poor to a para-
poor approach to digital development. I highlight the need for poverty as a central 
construct to be placed at the nexus and for the construct of “'the marginalised’ and/or 
vulnerable to be placed front and centre as the dominant majority of the citizens of the 
country fit these descriptions. Placing poverty at the centre necessitated working in 
ways that attended to the full set of needs facing the mothers. It is evident that issues 
pertaining to ECD and language development cannot be addressed in the absence of 
a basket of integrated services.in relation to the theories and methods used to develop 
a two-way communication for development programmes.  
In terms of mass communication theory, I reflect on theories of production and 
reception, and how these were disrupted, as well as the appropriateness of the 
concept of gatekeeping and shifts in power relations.  
Regarding adult education, I note the similarities between community development 
principles, communication for development (C4D) and methods advocated by PAR 
methodology. I discuss adult education and ICTs – with particular reference to 
mLearning and the use of SMS technology. 
Finally, I reflect on the co-design journey, and the bigger ChildConnect study in relation 
to each of the C4D evaluation criteria.  
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7.2 The what: ECD and parenting programmes in South Africa 
The policy documents and the literature that I cited in Chapter 2 showed that there 
was a need for a two-way communication and education programme for parents caring 
for young children. Through unpacking the legal frameworks that protected the rights 
of children and families, I motivated for the urgent need for a parenting programme in 
South Africa. My empirical data discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, imply two important 
attributes necessary for a successful ECD parenting programme: the need to place 
poverty at the centre; and the consequent requirement for a holistic basket of ECD 
service.  
7.2.1 Placing poverty at the centre 
The setting in which I conducted this study, had poverty at its centre, which influenced 
the manner in which I worked with the mothers, what  was offered to them, what else  
they required, and the kinds of tools I used in analysing interactions. I emphasise the 
importance of the centrality of poverty, because I found that this was the norm and not 
the exception for most of the mothers. Their context and environments as reflected in 
Chapter 4, showed that their own problems were dominant in their manner of 
participation in the project. 
The 12 mothers offered a small window into what Statistics South Africa (2018) reports 
as high proportions of vulnerable women and children living in South Africa. Many 
mothers in similar situations struggle to cope with joblessness and there seems to be 
no solution for their situation. At the same time, their children are deprived of 
opportunities to learning and building trust relationships with those caring for them. 
The National Planning Commission (2012) advised that a multi-sectoral, community-
based, child-centred intervention programme could only be achieved by 2030. The 
empirical data from this study, makes clear that this goal is more urgent.  
7.2.2 A basket of services for parents 
Any ECD parenting programme ought to holistically offer a basket of service and 
should not be limited to learning and education. On page 158 and 159 I describe how 
certain mothers were excluded from participating. This is a direct result of living in 
poverty. Low-income communities have daily struggles around accessing government 
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resources. If ECD is part of a basket of the various home-visiting services government 
offers, for example, then those excluded may have been reached. The necessity of 
basket of services delivered to homes of families is recognised by Engle et al. (2011) 
when they write:  
Parenting education and support are delivered through home visits, community 
groups, regular clinic visits, media, or in combination with other components 
(Engle et al., 2011, p. 2). 
The National Integrated Early Childhood Development policy confirms this notion and 
the need for integration is supported by a study that suggests: 
Policies and programmes that support families cut across many sectors and 
departments and therefore require strong leadership and coordination. A coherent 
national policy framework should clearly articulate the role of families in promoting 
sustainable, rights-based development, and provide a mandate to guide the 
design and delivery of policies, services and support to all families in an inclusive, 
responsive and integrated way (Hall et al., 2019, p.113). 
Cuba's integrated, holistic approach combines health care with parenting 
programmes, coordinated by the health sector and community committees, is one of 
the most successful ECD interventions (Laire, 2016). I learned from the first two home 
visits that the mothers caring for young children are alone, poor and unaware of what 
may be available to them.. An integrated approach to ECD has not yet been realised 
in South Africa 
Parenting and family intervention programmes that are community-based and child-
centred should not be offered as a stand-alone. As mentioned in Chapter 5, the 
ChildConnect project could not include messages relating to healthy food, nutritional 
support, birth screening for disabilities, screening for abuse-related matters, 
counselling and referrals for remedial support, and pre-registration during pregnancies 
to access the childcare support grant. The analysis showed that there were limitations 
to what the ChildConnect project could offer, such as (i) the kinds of food or offer 
advice for healthy diet; (ii) where to get financial support and help; (iii) help finding a 
job; (iv) solutions for unplanned babies; (v) problems with not getting support from the 
fathers of the children; (vi) what to do if specific resources were not available in the 
community, for example running water; (vii) what to do if they ran out of money for 
food or basics for the children; (viii) the dangers of illegal electricity connections; and 
(ix) the overcrowding in the household. All of these services should be part of a multi-
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sectoral approach as a basket of services offered to children, parents, families, and 
communities.  
The above suggestions show that the needs of those caring for young children can be 
addressed through multiple programmes and modes. The importance, however, is 
working together to reach a common goal as in the Read2Kids campaign (Crane & 
Smith, 2015). The reading project introduced in India showed how the government 
worked together with different role-players from various sectors to achieve one goal 
with a multi-media campaign linked to the Read2Kids campaign (Crane & Smith, 
2015).  One can imagine the impact if the ECD public work together to inspire, inform 
and support parents and families to understand the importance of the early 
development of their child.   
7.2.3 Analytical tools for assessing early child development and parenting 
My claim that digital design for parenting programmes, must place poverty as well as 
the end-user or receiver and in this case the mothers at the centre, has implications 
for appropriateness of, and adaptations to, the instruments we use to reflect on 
effective parenting. 
Most of the ECD parenting assessment instruments available in Africa and South 
Africa are based on children’s developmental needs, language development, 
milestone achievements, psychological measurement, or neuropsychological 
disorders. In South Africa, we work with the norm in which ‘teachers’ create and 
develop performance reports for children. Curriculum development processes are 
designed within a policy framework linked assessments by curriculum experts of 
specific programs. One rarely finds that the users have contributed or been consulted  
throughout the development of the content process. There is also a paucity of 
observation tools with which to gauge the quality of interactions between a parent or 
caregiver and child. In chapter 3 I highlighted the kind of observation tools used in 
Africa and South Africa which show that the majority of assessment tools were focused 
mainly on health, with other foci on the child’s development, assessment, and 
progress.  
I found PICCOLO to be the most relevant instrument, but even this tool required 
adaptation to the local setting. PICCOLO, as discussed in Chapter 6, is part of the 
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Early Head Start monitoring and evaluation programmes and designed for parents and 
families living in the United States and Turkey. PICCOLO foregrounds the idea of 
observing the parent-child-interactions to harness interaction between the adult and 
child and it should be considered an option when moving away from developing 
progress reports for children’s development.  
I found that PICCOLO is built on three early childhood development features: social, 
cognitive and language development. These features are linked to four observation 
domains, namely affection, responsiveness, encouragement, and teaching. The four 
observation domains are broken down into 29 observable parent-child interactions. I 
first assessed if the SMS-tech curriculum content pillar messages could be linked to 
the PICCOLO ECD features. I also needed to see if there were a link between the 
domains and the messages. The content pillars of ChildConnect are language 
development (speaking in home language), perceptual development (see, smell, hear 
and taste), cognitive function (with a deliberate focus on executive function), social 
and emotional development (with a deliberate focus on quality parent-child 
interactions) and motivational messages. The pillars are further extended into six 
learning outcomes, based on the responses from mothers, as discussed in Chapter 5. 
The divergence between PICCOLO and the SMS-tech curriculum was minor. Before I 
could make any final findings, I had to work with someone who assessed the 
messages between week 2-9 in relation to the domains and observable interactions 
of PICCOLO.  
I found commonalities between PICCOLO and the SMS-tech curriculum, which 
opened the possibility of using it together with the SMS technology tool. However, I 
noted three keyways in which PICCOLO ought to be strengthened for use in a South 
African context, namely a consideration for the overall safety of the environment for 
children; motivating the mother; and a holistic basket of services that includes access 
to basic services. I discuss each in turn.  
An analytical and observation tool such as PICCOLO should draw attention to the 
environment in which the child is being raised. With poverty at the centre, a safe and 
healthy environment cannot be assumed. It was evident in the results from the 
interviews with mothers and the surveys with the bigger group of ChildConnect 
participants that the majority of those caring for young children were in their 20’s and 
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staying at home. I learned that some do not have access to basic services and that 
their households were overcrowded. From the Bridgette story, I learned that mothers 
like her needed financial help, and that unemployment was a major factor. During the 
visits to the homes of the mothers I discovered that some of the children live in unsafe 
spaces, for example, illegal electricity connections, and access to running water was 
a problem. The limitations within the PICCOLO framework and the SMS technology 
messages show that neither the observation tool, nor the SMS-tech curriculum paid 
attention to issues of unsafe household environments. 
7.3 The who: Adult education 
Adult education principles served as a guide for my research interaction, 
communication, education, and curriculum development, allowing the voices of the 
marginalised public to be heard. Freire (1970) argues that: 
the more completely the majority adapt to the purposes which the dominant 
minority prescribe for them (thereby depriving them of the right to their purposes), 
the more efficiently the minority can continue to prescribe. (p.76). 
I deliberately expanded the role of the mothers from being a source of information to 
be active contributors to the content design itself. This aligns well with the claim by 
Wicks and Reason (2009) that by using PAR, those being researched understand the 
experience as: ‘what we did together’ (Wicks & Reason, 2009). The approach also 
reflected the principals of adult community education principles. 
Pearson (2013) asserts that when working on community-based adult education 
programmes, it is important to work together as a team when wanting to achieve one 
outcome. The study demonstrates how the implementation of a mass communicating 
parenting programme can happen along-side, and working with, mothers. Because 
PAR advocates power-sharing, while not treating the researched as objects, using this 
approach resulted in a reciprocal decision-making power regarding the design of the 
messages and understanding that the defining feature of PAR as “methodological 
pluralism” (Lawson et al., 2015 p.2). Mothers acted on the information they received 
in the messages as stated in their responses to questions during visit three and four. 
The responses from mothers in chpater four and five confirms that mothers acted on 
the information they received in the message and more so when I reflect on mothers 
learning from page 180 – 189.  
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The result of the writing guidelines illustrates how the ‘voices’ of the mothers were 
listened to during the co-design journey. This agrees with Seipold's (2014) assertion 
that to help and support peer involvement removing hierarchies is crucial as “learners 
have equal rights in their learning process” (p.35). If mothers in the ChildConnect 
project were excluded from receiving messages and co-designing the content by 
including important topics that they chose this would be clear indication of network 
gatekeeping.  
The findings from the home visits provided a clear picture of the environments in which 
mothers were living: 
Home visit finding 1- The emerging themes suggested that mothers felt poor, alone 
and unaware of how to care for a child in the second year of his life – when reflecting 
on Bridgette’s story in Chapter Four I continuously remembered her circumstances 
and environment (including the other eleven mothers) when writing and refining the 
messages.  
Home visit finding 2 – Home visit two happened before the first messages were sentt 
which gave mothers an opportunity to give their responses and feedback before we 
sent the messages to the bigger ChildConnect participants. Mothers responses 
suggest that there was a need for ‘more information’ and ‘more support’.  
Home visit finding 3 - During the third and fourth home visits, the responses from the 
case study participants revealed that they and their children had benefitted. The 
mothers reported that the messages inspired them as the children's first teacher, 
informed them about their children's development, and also gave them options on how 
to interact or keep their children busy. The messages were particularly important to 
parents, maybe some things may come naturally to a child as he grows up, but I think 
it is important as a parent to have knowledge or be aware of the things your child does, 
as he develops. The response of the second caregiver in the case of X1 (Chapter 4 
reference to Bridgette’s story) gives a sense of how mothers felt about receiving the 
messages: 
Malume: Kubakho umahluko xa ufumana imiyalezo from tele-markerting 
companies zithengisa I policy and the childconnect messages.  Ndiyayazi ngo 8 
ndizikufumana umnyalezo wakwa childconnect, uba ligqithile ixesha engekangeni 
ndiye ndicinge ukuba iphone yam inegxaki, that is how exciting it is to get 
messages, I look forward to reading the message. I am not happy now that she 




Uncle: there is a difference when you get those tele-marketing messages from 
companies that sell policies and the childconnect messages. I know that at 8am 
going to receive a message from ChildConnect, if the time I am supposed to 
receive the messages passes and the message has still not come through I start 
to think that maybe my phone has a problem. I look forward to reading the 
message. I am not happy that Yvonne has a new phone because maybe I might 
not receive the messages. 
 
Malume: Xa kungena I sms, kuxhomekeka ukuba  iphi I phone yam, so xa ingena 
ndiyeka into endiyenzayo ndiyivule I SMS and then I read through. Ngoba 
umyalezo ngamnye unento entsha awunokuthi hayi ndiyazothetha into enye 
naleya. Each message is kwi sms nganye there is a learning opportunity. 
 
Uncle: when an SMS come through, it depends where my phone is, when I hear 
the message coming through I stop what I was doing and open and read the 
message. Every message is different you can’t say I know what they are going to 
say. Each message gives a learning opportunity. 
 
Knowing who the target audience was for the messaging programme, and working 
with the 12 mothers co-design suitable messages, greatly influenced the final creative 
product: The SMS-tech curriculum (Annexure 6). 
7.4 The what: Mass communication 
Here I draw on the concepts I found helpful from mass communication theory: 
marginalized publics and gatekeeping. I then reflect on the particular learnings relating 
to the use of SMS technology for mass communication.  
7.4.1 Mothers in vulnerable communities, as a ‘marginalised public’ 
At the outset of the ChildConnect project, the industry role-players, the dominant 
minority stakeholders, did not involve mothers, parents, and families. I argue that these 
intended recipients,  were, in reality  the marginalised majority public in the 
development of the SMS-tech curriculum. In this way, ChildConnect started as a pro-
poor innovation, in some opposition to the industry roleplayers   
[Pro-poor innovation] …runs into the danger of design versus reality gaps: a 
mismatch between the assumptions and requirements built into the design and 
the on-the-ground realities of impoverished communities (Heeks, 2009 p.29) 
When we were developing digital programmes as a way to address the needs of 
people living in poverty with regard to the development of their children, it was critical 
to acknowledge their agency, fully. the findings presented in Chapter 4 and 5 
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demonstrate that mothers can talk about their challenges and that they know what 
their needs are, and if included in communications and supported in development 
programmes they would be able to identify the resources within their community and 
in a broader societal context. The approach of working with mothers throughout the 
design process further confirmed their capacity to act independently and to make their 
own, free choices and to find their voices as it echoed within the messages.  
When it comes to the control of information and to understanding of publics, Freire 
(1994) suggested that the “so-called minorities, for example, need[ed] to realise that 
when all is said and done, they are the majority…” (p 153). This was initially the case 
in the bigger ChildConnect project. Although mothers and children are the majority, 
they were initially treated as part of the marginalised public. Marginalised publics are 
frequently excluded from mainstream communication options, and at times the 
communication is predominantly one-way (Fraser, 1990). In discussing the landscape 
of ECD, I realised that mothers’ voices were marginalised within the structures of 
delivering services and that most communication channels are decidely one-way. The 
involvement of the ECD public and my working together in an equal relationship with 
a sample of the receivers of the messages, were cardina;  they were ordinarily 
perceived as part of a marginalised public. The co-design journey contributed to the 
strengthening of the para-poor approach. Nevertheless, I was constantly reminded 
that the flow of information happens through some gatekeeping processes. 
7.4.2 Gatekeeping 
In mass communication theories, ‘gatekeeping’ refers to the role and decision-making 
power of people in positions of relative power to the population to which information is 
to be disseminated (Frazer 1990, McQuail, 2010, Barzilai-Nahon, 2008). Gatekeeping 
happens when information is sourced from a variety of sources and then goes through 
a ‘gate ‘by process of “seeding” subsequent to which  the crafted messages are sent 
to the reader/recipient/user. The processexplains  the powerful process that happens 
before the message reaches the publics. 
The ‘gated’ people are the different publics that exist as receivers of messages on 
various platforms (Fraser, 1990). Coddington and Holton (2014), when giving the 
example of the Cleveland football team, suggest that the ‘power’ of the gatekeeper 
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was handed over to the ‘ambassadors’ of the team with relevant control (in the 
background) by the team management. It was found that the Cleveland Indian football 
Social Suite public wrote and posted about anything and everything for example: the 
seating arrangements, the people attending the matches, how the different supporters 
dress, the responses of different fans, and only at times about the game. Coddington 
and Holton suggest that this Social Suite, ‘brand ambassadors’ created marketing for 
the team as they promoted future games and published unfiltered information with no 
gatekeeper interference. However, the main institution still played the game as the 
‘main gatekeeper’ and the ‘gated’ play their role as gatekeepers and ‘gatewatchers’ 
interchangeably. In this case the Cleveland football  ‘main gatekeepers’ was influence 
by the contents contribute by the ‘gated’ and changed their minds about certain 
gatekeeping practices and views.  
I was mindful of this phenomenon and was cautious, listening y proactively to the 
mothers and respecting their choices. This is not only a matter of inclusion, deliberately 
seeking not to marginalise and to hear and respect,  it was a deliberate choice to 
increase the likelihood that the messages are being effective and well-received. 
Weikart et al. (1991) argue that programme interventions would only be effective if 
citizens’ voices were recognized; therefore, they should be “involved in the creation of 
ideas, help formulate their needs, and have the decision-making power to influence 
the kind of intervention required” (p.265) 
The idea of network gatekeeping (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008) was expanded by Erzikova 
(2018) who claimed that “whoever controls the flow of information can influence social 
reality” and, “gatekeeping is judgment or decision making about what information 
should be gathered, evaluated, and ultimately shared” (p.1). Lawson et al. (2015) 
remind us that  
research has the potential to marginalize and exclude vulnerable people, 
especially those who reside in challenging places. Moreover, research-based 
knowledge has the potential to silence the voices and choices of vulnerable 
people. When this occurs, the result is a bitter irony (p.2). 
I deliberately distinguished the ‘industry role players’ from ‘targeted beneficiaries’ and 
made my specific role as a communication channel between these two groups explicit. 
The reason for this is because the decision-making power of the industry role-players 
was evident in various ‘gatekeeping’ actions. A critical incident serves as an example 
of the co-design journey disrupting the traditional gatekeeping process: my 
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engagement with the mothers about the tone of the messages. An academic from the 
US advocated for ‘direct’ messages, which was ‘social proof’, drawing on findings from 
that country (Scholz et al., 2017). However this finding was not accepted uncritically, 
and when testing this type of ‘social proof’ tone  with the 12 mothers, they did not 
prefer it and as a result this tone was not adopted in the ChildConnect message 
development process. The circular process of production, distribution, consumption, 
and redistribution, as suggested by Hall (1993) and McQuail (2010), was disrupted. 
When information is produced by the ‘gated’ or the ‘gatewatchers’ they wait for the 
responses of the gatekeepers. At times gatekeepers can be convinced otherwise by 
the ‘gated’ or by the gatewatchers which can create an interesting cycle. 
7.4.3 Using SMS technology 
Examples from Asian countries showed how SMS-technology was used as a support 
and enhancer of continuous adult lifelong learning (Valk et al., 2010). Building on this 
positive finding, the ChildConnect SMS-technology included messages to motivate 
was mothers as the first teacher, gave information about their children’s development, 
and introduced activities to do with their children. This study offers an additional 
example of how SMS-technology can be use, providing evidence that mobile 
technology could enhance and take learning into the homes of the mothers ‘any time’ 
and ‘any where’. However, my study identified three important constraints to the 
potential of m-learning using SMS technology: (1) the cost of SMS technology, which 
necessitates zero-rating of data for the mothers living in poverty to be able to engage;  
(2) the fact that mobile numbers are not stable, and so the mobile number is not a 
unique identifier for mothers in vulnerable communities (3) that near ubiquitous access 
to mobile devices pertains only to feature phones, and not smart phones, and that 
access is at household and not individual level. All of these findings have implications 
for how other C4D intervention programmes are conceptualised and designed in low-
resource contexts like South Africa.  
Using SMS-technology to communicate and educate is a viable, more accessible, and 
cheaper option for people from low-income cohorts (Valk, Rashid, & Elder, 2010). 
Interrelated to this learning was that users spent little money on airtime, and very few 
buy data, which could be an obstacle for users. In this instance, we learnt that to scale 
up the service it would be advisable for governments to offer this service using SMS-
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technology where costs of SMS are zero-rated (to reach the most vulnerable 
communities).  
Additionally, when using mobile phones and/or SMS-tech in a communication and 
education service offering, it is essential to give mothers and caregivers a unique code, 
so that in case they lose their mobiles or replace their mobiles devise or their mobile 
number, they would be able to sign back into the service by using the unique code. 
Valk, Rashid, and Elder (2010) claim that because of the ubiquity of mobile phones, 
educational services can be delivered by using existing resources (by which they 
mean personally owned mobile phones). This study concurs with only part of this 
claim. Each of the research participants knew how to use a mobile phone, so 
educational service could be delivered using these devices. But, as shown in Chapter 
5, not all the research participants personally owned a mobile phone (more had access 
to mobile phones through borrowed devices), so mobile phones ownership is not so 
ubiquitous in vulnerable communities. 
7.5 C4D theories to frame the design of a mass communication strategy using 
SMS technology 
I discuss the theories underpinning C4D last, as these bring together key features of 
the two academic disciplines from which I first drew: adult education and mass 
communication theories. The C4D evaluation framework poses specific questions for 
intervention programmes and I used the questions asked by Lennie and Tacchi, (2013) 
when evaluating projects for development as illustrated in Table 3.2. In the table the 
seven inter-related steps are listed with the questions asked by Lennie and Tacchi 
(2013) who explain that “a useful way of critically assessing various evaluation 
approaches, methodologies and methods is to ask the following key questions, which 
are based on our framework” (p.157). I listed each criterion for evaluating CD4 
programmes and the related question and scored with a tick according to my approach 
of working alongside mothers to design messages to strengthen the interaction 
between them and their children. 
Figure 7.1: Framework for evaluating C4D projects and programmes 
Evaluating C4D projects and 
programme 
Theoretical frameworks used during the co-design of the 
messages with 12 mothers  
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Does it enable the active, meaningful, 
and inclusive participation of a diversity 
of stakeholders, including marginalized 
or typically excluded groups such as 
women and the very poor? 
     
Holistic 
Does it take a holistic approach that 
provides an understanding of the wider 
context and the networks and inter-
relationships between relevant people, 
groups and organizations? 
     
Complex 
Does it allow you to take the complex 
and contradictory nature of development 
and social change and multiple 
perspectives and agendas about 
change into account? 
     
Critical 
Does it take a critical approach that 
enables you to address issues of 
unequal power, local social norms, 
gender, and other differences explicitly 
and openly among the people and 
organizations involved? 
     
Emergent  
Does it enable a mixed methods 
approach to evaluation to be taken?  
 
Is it dynamic and flexible, able to be 
adapted, and capable of capturing 
unexpected, unpredictable, and self-
evolving changes and emergent 
outcomes? 
Not on its 
own 
Not on its 
own     
Realistic 
Does it take a realistic approach to 
evaluation and social change that is 
grounded in local realities and considers 
what is actually achievable in a 
particular timeframe? 
Not on its 
own 
Not on its 
own    
Learning based 
Does it take a learning-based approach 
to research and evaluation and enable 
the development of learning 
organizations?  
 
Does it enable a holistic, participatory, 
learning-oriented approach to 
evaluation capacity building to be 
taken? 
Not on its 
own 
Not on its 




I found it useful to create this tabulation of each of the theoretical frameworks which I 
drew upon at different stages and with strategies of my ‘messy’ PAR co-design 
journey. These were the lenses I applied to step outside of the design process, and 
reflect back, in order to be able to document and then share my own learnings. Putting 
my amalgamation of theoretical frameworks into a single tabulation, enabled me to 
see the overlaps and consistencies between them. I felt that the adult education and 
mass communication frameworks were brought together into a coherent theoretical 
framework offered by C4D. It was for this reason that I used the multi-disciplinary C4D 
evaluation framework as the structure against which to reflect on the other theories 
drawn from each discipline. I could then critically reflect on the co-design journey, and 
my theorizing of it, first in general and then specifically in relation to each of the CD4 
evaluation criteria. 
From the outset and until the completion, the messages were designed from a 
foundation of adult education principles and, keeping the ‘seven-steps’ of planning 
(Vella 1994). I continuously asked Vella’s questions about ‘the who, what, why, where, 
how, and when’ questions, alongside the reflective action research approach. I 
therefore argue that any interaction for communication for change with adult 
participants must be based on the understanding of adult learning and reflective 
approaches.  
The different methodologies and approaches used during the co-design process of 
messages with mothers are mostly achieved through a mixed method design. All the 
approaches used during the study are interactive with a distinctive PAR 
methodological cycles which requires careful planning, implementation, and 
evaluation of the diverse but inter-dependent steps. Design-with-the-user suggests 
working alongside with the user from the beginning and ‘human centered design’ 
suggests a para-poor and pro-poor approach, shifting from ‘for poor communities to 
with and alongside communities living in poverty. Here, I learnt that using adult 
education principles in combination with action research approaches on its own will 
not result in an emergent, realistic, and learning-based understanding. Another 
learning is that designs need to have the end-user, the receiver, or the usually ‘gated’ 
in the center of the design process. 
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For design of programmes and the use of ICT’s to deliver communication for 
development are evolving in South Africa. Therefore, the methodological approaches 
used when I interacted with the mothers and evaluating it against the evaluation’s 
questions for C4D as a way to further triangulate the findings within the study is tricky 
but attainable. The reason this is tricky is because I try to make a clear distinction 
between my role as co-designer with the mothers and the processes followed with the 
ChildConnect project. I therefore use the criteria to reflect firstly on my methodologal 
approach and theorizing of the co-design journey; before briefly providing my 
comments on the same criterion applied within the ChildConnect project.  
The first criterion of evaluating CD4 programmes is participation and the related 
question is if the approach used ‘enable the active, meaningful, and inclusive 
participation of a diversity of stakeholders, including marginalized or typically excluded 
groups such as women and the poor?” From the point of view my co-design journey 
with 12 mothers using human-centered and design-with the user approach allowed 
me to work alongside the users which made it active and meaningful. Building on an 
adult education participatory approach resulted in a relationship of inclusivity. The 
mothers came from three diverse areas with three different home languages. Diversity 
of stakeholders was a fine balance act with the role that I played as ‘relative insider’. 
In contrast, the funders, technological developers, and M&E team from the 
ChildConnect project never met the mothers or visited their homes. The access that 
these industry role players had, to the mothers was limited to their answers to the 
questions from the questionnaire and the basic photos that tell the story of their 
environments. Therefore, for the approaches followed with the mothers I ticked all the 
boxes that suggest that my co-design journey enabled an active meaningful and 
inclusive participatory process. For future projects it will be important to make the 
whole process inclusive. 
The second criterion of evaluating CD4 programmes is the extent to which it is holistic. 
The question asked is ‘if the programme provided an understanding of the wider 
context and the networks and inter-relationships between relevant people, groups and 
organizations?’ It is notable that this criterion is a consistent feature of all of the 
theories on which I drew. Yet, when answering the question, this is both yes and no. 
Yes, in relation to the co-design journey and no with regard to the bigger ChildConnect 
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project. I noticed and documented the circumstances of mothers living in poverty and 
narrated their situation. However, these trying circumstances of the mothers and their 
consequent need for a basket of government services could not be included into the 
SMS technology curriculum.  The role-players within the ChildConnect project were 
powerful gatekeepers who argued against a more integrated approach. Their 
argument was based on holistic approaches not being ‘cost-effective’ and value-
adding’ mechanisms, which Barzilai-Nahon (2008) argue is a form of network 
gatekeeping (p.1498). But through my thesis I have amplified the call of holistic ECD 
services and argued that ChildConnect project was inadequate by not approaching 
the ECD public and ECD in general in a holistic manner.  
I now consider the complex CD4 evaluation criterion, answering the question: Does it 
allow you to take the complex and contradictory nature of development and social 
change and multiple perspectives and agendas about change into account? The 
complexity of the problems of the mother’s own experiences of being a mother, living 
and surviving daily that was expressed and observed during the home visit interviews 
in my co-design journey. My visit to the mothers’ homes allowed a dialogue to (i) 
establish the needs of the 'learners' and to (ii) respect their spaces, which in turn, (iii) 
builds trust (Vella 1994 p.3-75). As stated earlier the role-players from the 
ChildConnect project never visited the mothers, never spoke to them directly or visited 
their homes. Therefore the trust that was built was because of the my and my 
translators roles as the ‘relative insider’. So while there was an attempt in 
ChildConnect to take into account the perspectives and agendas of the users of the 
service, this was limited and the agendas about change remained complex and at 
times contradictory. For example, while I tried to bring the mothers voices into the 
ChildConnect planning (for example by calling for a wider more holistic scope, to help 
with the pervasive challenges of poverty); more powerful voice were the ultimate 
decision makes relating to the limited programme focus.     
With regard to the critical CD4 evaluation criterion, I answer: Does it take a critical 
approach that enables you to address issues of unequal power, local social norms, 
gender, and other differences explicitly and openly among the people and 
organizations involved? In relation to my co-design journey with the mothers, and 
deepening cycles of reflection and theorization, I think, yes my approaches allowed 
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me to take a critical approach. All 4 theoretical frameworks used: human-centered 
design, design-with-the-user, principles and planning steps of adult education and the 
participatory approach aligned with the methodological approach of  “messy’ PAR. 
This facilitated a rigorous continuous reflective cycle of ongoing critique. The role that 
I played within the ChildConnect project as the ‘voice’ of the 12 mothers needed to be 
consistent. The mothers ‘handed-over’ their agency to me when I represented their 
voices within the ChildConnect project meetings. I had to remain critical of the 
decisions made by the industry role players, and challenge their assumptions about 
who the audience was, and what their needs were: 
x In terms of the emergent CD4 evaluation criterion, I consider: Does it enable a 
mixed methods approach to evaluation to be taken? Is it dynamic and flexible, 
able to be adapted, and capable of capturing unexpected, unpredictable, and 
self-evolving changes and emergent outcomes? The co-design journey was 
qualitative, which allowed the use of multi-media and storytelling components 
to tell the stories of the environments and homes through the ‘eyes of the child’. 
I think this allowed me to capture unexpected, unpredicted, and emergent 
outcomes. This is clearly demonstrated in Brigette’s story. I do not think that 
applying the human-centered design on its own or design-with-the-user on its 
own would allow researchers or evaluators of C4D programmes to fully meet 
the emergent CD4 evaluation criterion. I think my adoption of an amalgamation 
of theories which include an adult education approach to build trust and the 
interactive messy PAR cycles of plan-do-review, allowed a more dynamic and 
flexible approach to the process. This is in stark contrast to the broader 
ChildConnect impact study which was based on a randomized controlled trial 
with a random assignment of treatment and control groups with a baseline, 
midline and endline survey. This research design was tightly controlled, making 
its process predictable, focused only on expected outcomes.  
x The realistic C4D evaluation criterion poses the question: ‘does it take a realistic 
approach to evaluation and social change that is grounded in local realities and 
considers what is actually achievable in a particular timeframe?’ In responding 
to this, I think that the academic endeavour of documenting and theorizing my 
co-design journey provided the appropriate time to do justice to research aims. 
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Again, I think that applying the approaches within the human-centered-design 
and design-with-the-user principals, are constrained. Significantly more time 
(than that provided for in most funded evaluation processes) is required. This 
time allows different theoretical approaches to be combined, to mix and become 
intertwined. Within the ChildConnect project the funder determined it to be a 
six-month messaging programme, with a one-year timeframe on its evaluation 
research study. Because of the relative power of the funder, this has to be 
followed. Putting on time-constrains, to ensure that limited the goals needed to 
be achieved within the specific timeframe, is a mechanism identified by Barzilai-
Nahon (2008) as part of gatekeeping (p.1497). 
x Finally, with regard to the learning-based C4D evaluation criterion, I consider: 
two related questions ‘Does it take a learning-based approach to research and 
evaluation and enable the development of learning organisations?’ And ‘Does 
it enable a holistic, participatory, learning-oriented approach to evaluation 
capacity building to be taken?’. Technology opened various opportunities for 
learning. The exploration for the various opportunities of ways using technology 
as a communication tool was limited to SMS (text-based messages). The 
approach of interviewing the mothers with regard to what they use to 
communicate was limited because of affordance of a mobile phone. I found that 
phones belong to a household rather than to an individual. I was also made 
aware of charging problems because of access to electricity, money to buy 
airtime was limited and sow as data. The majority of mothers only had feature 
phones – and so the challenges were many. The design of the messages was 
limited to a certain amount of characters therefore the messages needed to be 
concise and specific. The human-centered-design and design-with-the-user 
combined with the adult education and PAR approaches allowed for a learning 
-based model that was effective and considered of the different environments 
of the mothers. the ChildConnect project considered the findings and the 
‘voices’ of the mothers. While the bigger project was far more constrained, this 
academic endeavour of documenting and theorizing the co-design journey, was 
encouraged. The space of a learning-based approach was created, even 
though not all of the learnings emerging from the co-design journey could find 
expression in how the bigger ChildConnect project unfolded.  
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7.6 Suggestions for future research 
There are several avenues for further research which could build on this study. The 
first one that comes to mind is that parenting programmes should include messages 
relating to healthy food, nutritional support, birth screening for disabilities, screening 
for abuse-related matters, counselling and referrals for remedial support, and pre-
registration during pregnancies to access the childcare support grant.  
I propose that the South African national government take note that communicating 
with all its citizens is as vital as delivering essential services. This study helps to show 
that for communication with citizens to be effective, the communication must be a two-
way mechanism. This study provides an example where learning was viewed as a 
partnership between citizens and the designers of an ECD parenting programme. 
Such partnership approaches can usefully inform future design processes for how 
governments communicate about their services. Using technology, and in this case, 
mobile technology, to communicate and educate, places ‘who the users are’ as a 
central consideration for programme developments.  
Nutrition and stunting and the impact of toxic stress in households on children need 
further investigation, as well as solutions on how to address these challenges. Further 
research is also needed to indicate how the role of community workers and home visit 
carers could be integrated as part of a basket of services for parents of young children. 
The lead role governments could play to achieve an integrated early child development 
service needs to be investigated.  
The preliminary findings relating to the preference of tone of messages, which I tested 
on a small scale, should be tested with a larger group and compared to findings 
relating to preferred tone of messages from other parts of the world.  
Research is also needed into how digital technologies could be applied to strengthen 
government’s social contract with its citizens by focusing on communication strategies 
and costing analysis. I would suggest doing a longitudinal study on the mothers who 
participated in the ChildConnect study to measure interaction with their children years 
after receiving the messages. What are the economic returns in later life of children 
who are exposed to early interventions? 
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7.7 Contributions of this study  
In terms of contribution to practice this co-design journey resulted in an SMS-tech 
curriculum (Annexure 6) which is available for anyone trial, adapt and use in different 
ECD settings. The journey of designing the messages from the outset until the 
completion were designed alongside and together with the 12 mothers.  
The various methodologies and approaches that featured in the study were powerful; 
I suggested the understanding and the relationship of trust that developed between 
me and their mothers in their home environments contributed to the depth of the data 
that I was able to assemble in the different modalities. . By testing the messages during 
each iteration, I had first-hand experience of mothers’ responses to the design, tone, 
and impact of the message. The study, therefore, offers practical, methodological, and 
theoretical contributions.  
At the level of practice, the study offers a creative product as one of its key 
contributions to the domain on ECD: A research based ChildConnect SMS curriculum 
(see Annexure 6) is available in three different languages to be used as a guide, or as 
is. Linked to this, the study contributes to thirteen guidelines that should be considered 
when writing messages for mothers caring for young children. By listening to the 
voices of the mothers, I was able to develop 13 writing-guidelines for my own practice: 
1. Mothers are from different age groups; 
2. Not all mothers are the biological mother; 
3. Some mothers are experience mothers, and some are first-time mothers; 
4. Mothers from low-income households do not have money to buy toys for their 
children; 
5. Services for mothers caring for young children need to be delivered freely; 
6. Encourage mothers to ask for help, for example, find other adults for support; 
7. Households are bilingual and multilingual;  
8. Encourage mothers to speak in full sentences and not ‘baby language’ when 
they interact with their child; 
9. Not all mothers have a set daily routine so when referring to daily routines focus 
on the ones that are known for example: when you bath your child; 
10. Suggest daily routine activities;  
11. Remember that not all babies are planned; 
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12. Do not assume that mothers have all the time to spend or do things with their 
baby;  
13. On choosing a tone for messages, ‘benefit to self’ was most well-received. 
These guidelines may be helpful to others writing messages for those caring for young 
children.  
In addition by describing the developmental process of writing text-based messages 
for adults, the study deepened the understanding of using feature phones to harness 
communication and education. When working with poor communities, one cannot 
assume that a mobile phone is used by a particular individual. Rather it should be 
assumed that a mobile phone is a shared and household asset, use of which requires 
negotiation. This has implications for C4D design, as a mobile phone number is not a 
unique identifier for an individual. Rather a unique pin should be included to allow a 
unique user access to a C4D programme. An intervention programme that uses 
communication to educate parents and families about young children is an essential 
service that is neglected and that could be part of the services which government 
provides to the citizens of South Africa. Achieving the sustainable development 
educational goals of ensuring access to ECD information, lifelong learning, and 
informal learning by using mobile devices are attainable within an amalgamated ‘para-
poor’ as well as a ‘pro-poor’ approach to development, by designing with-the-user and 
for the user. 
In terms of social science research methodology, the study provides a detailed 
example of using the practices and principles of ‘messy’ PAR and adult education to 
design messages with the user for digital design. An additional methodological 
contribution lies in its use of multi-media narrative to present the story of a particular 
case study mother (Chapter 4). When telling the story of the mothers I used 
questionnaires as a research instrument, conducting interviews with 12 mothers, took 
photos of their environments, made video clips of their interaction with their child 
before and after the messages were received. These data collection methods resulted 
in multi-media narratives telling the story of the mothers and then zoom into Bridget’s 
story.    
In terms of the advancement of theory, the study has provided intergrated teheorising 
from three different theoretical domains.I offered a detailed research study of the 
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process of co-designing with mothers for ChildConnect. I show how Hall’s (1973) 
production and reception cycle may be disrupted and reconceptualised because of the 
role the ‘gated’ may play in the design of the messages. C4D and SBCC frameworks 
suggest it is important to focus on the power relationships in projects. The study shows 
ECD as marginalized public within policy and delivery of services. The study further 
shows how the ‘voices’ of the mothers disappear within the ‘noise’ of the structural 
arrangements of delivering services to mothers. The critical theories used are relevant 
as the process is fundamentally all about power dynamics and gatekeeping. 
One important outcome of the study was theorizing the idea of gatekeeping in studies 
were power relations in communication are pertinent.Gatekeeping with the 
introduction of ICT’s introduced more mechanisms of gatekeeping referred to as 
network gatekeeping. The in-and-out flow of information through the ‘gates’ developed 
new terms of understanding the ‘gated’. The study brings together Adult Education 
theories and mass communication which are useful theories within the frameworks of 
C4D and SBCC. Network gatekeeping mechanisms allowed me to identify the 
relations about ‘power’ within decisions-making about the flow of information.  I could 
see how these mechanisms were influenced by race, gender, culture, ethnicity.  The 
power relations within the ECD public, and evident through this study, reveal how the 
‘voices’ of mothers can easily be ignored. The mothers are negatively affected within 
a structure of decision-making because their ‘voices’ are not considered as important. 
The mixed-methods and various theory frameworks allowed the marginalized to be 
recognized as the majority when developing messages for mothers caring for young 
children – but only within the ChildConnect project. It is hoped that these approaches 
can influence the ‘structure’ and approaches of governments, organisations, donors, 
ICT’s when considering the different role players in communication for development 
or change.  
This study is an important contribution to the small corpus of literature relating to ECD 
parenting programmes In South Africa. Recall, from Chapter 2, that I was only able to 
identify research documentation on three such programmes: The Centre for early 
childhood education; Sinovuyo; and MomConnect.  
The Centre for Early Childhood Development used SMS as part of a campaign to 
inform their constituency of the rights of children (Centre for Early Childhood 
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Development, 2014). This was on a small scale and only in one language and included 
no campaign messages. The ChildConnect messages, however, framed the ‘rights of 
the child’ as set out in the South African constitution and this was part of the ‘back 
pillars’ of the messages. This ChildConnect pilot study was on a larger scale and 
offered three languages with broader learning outcomes and was part of a co-design 
journey recognizing the mothers ‘voices’  during the development of the messages. 
Sinovuyo a quantitative parenting programme focusing on the abuse of children 
against positive programming outcomes used various instruments to introduce and 
assessed parental interactions on various scales and sub-scales. In contrast, in this 
study I analysed the ChildConnect SMS-tech curriculum against an international 
assessment tool. I demonstrated the SMS-tech curriculum’s applicability to a parent-
child-interaction assessment framework. I also extended the PICCOLO framework to 
include consideration for the possible use in the South African context when assessing 
programmes that focus on relationships between mothers, caregivers and children. 
The ChildConnect project, and this study’s description, and theorizing, of a co-design 
journey with 12 mothers, built on and extended the academic research work of 
MomConnect.  MomConnect, was used to send health messages to pregnant mothers 
(Seebregts, Benjamin, Barron, & Fogwill, 2016). The service of MomConnect was 
adapted from another programme (Mobile Alliance for Maternal Action (MAMA), 
(Barron et al., 2014) and the users received messages without monitoring by the 
‘producer’ whether they have received the messages. ChildConnect, in contrast, had 
a built-in monitoring and evaluation component of survey questions and means to 
measure engagement on a weekly basis; and now includes this detailed description 
and theorization of mothers as co-designers of mass communication parenting 
programme using SMS technology. 
7.8 Conclusion 
According to the NDP, the South African government can only provide an integrated 
ECD service by 2024-2030. The study suggests that, in the light of the availability of 
different kinds of mobile phone technology and the services the government offers to 
reach people, it should be possible to achieve the goal much earlier. Towards this 
goal, my thesis makes an original contribution as it provides methods and approaches 
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for the production and reception processes for developing a two-way communication 
programme for parents and families. Moreover, having a human-centred approach to 
the design, by working closely and alongside the user or receiver of the service, 
improves the likelihood of a successful parenting programme. 
I hope to have amplified the policy call (Republic of South Africa, 2015) for an 
integrated approach to ECD intervention, which combines a basket of support services 
and not just isolated interventions defined by education, health, or social development 
departments in the government. The SMS-tech approach can be an integrated two-
way mass communication strategy, which can apprise a full suite of government 
services. The bigger ChildConnect project was only a partial solution to answering to 
the needs of mothers and caregivers in poor communities, as lacked the two-way 
communication which my smaller study (with only 12 mothers and visits to their 
homes) facilitated. An SMS intervention, coupled with more robust SMS support and 
a series of home visits, and considering a basket of services ought to be seriously 
considered by the envisaged inter-ministerial committee for ECD. 
When I set out to do this study, I posed a research question and sub questions:  (1) 
who is the user? (2) how was the user part of the co-design journey and (3) what was 
learnt when reflecting on the co-design process and product? In this chapter Iaddress 
each question. I have shown how co-design process of the mothers developed during 
the time that I studied. Although the sample was small the ChildConnect project in 
which it was embedded foregrounds the voices of the participants as voices of the 
majority of the people.  
The bigger ChildConnect research project included a detailed co-design process for 
the development of the SMS-tech curriculum. This journey is now documented, 
drawing on rich qualitative empirical data from my engagement with mothers in their 
home environments before, during and after the messages. Additionally, the co-design 
journey is theorized drawing together the disciplines of adult education and mass 
communication, locating ChildConnect firmly within the theoretical framework of C4D. 
This study offers an example of C4D intervention which demonstrates  the importance 
of in depth qualitative research, and rigorous theorising from the traditionally distinct 
disciplines of Adult education, ECD, and mass communication; which can stand 
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alongside, and enrich, the findings from the more common C4D quantitative impact 
studies.  
The power relations within the ECD public, and evident through this study, reveal how 
the ‘voices’ of mothers can easily be ignored. However, technology opened various 
opportunities for learning and not having access to a smart phone does not preclude 
those with feature phones to have access to information differently. ECD services 
cannot be offered as a stand-alone and need to be an inclusive participatory process. 
This study offers an example of how SMS-technology can be use, providing evidence 
that mobile technology could enhance and take learning into the homes of the mothers 
‘any time’ and ‘anywhere’ by following 13 writing guidelines. However, communication 
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